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PART II.
WAR, 1914
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Chapter 11. St. Petersburg, Summer 1914

I will not forget the summer when everyone was bursting with pride to be a Russian.
Huge crowds had been gathering for hours along the Neva River. Our launch could
hardly maneuver through the hordes of boats, every shape and size filled with people cheering
and waving flags. There were more crowds on the quay when we stepped off the boat. Our
carriages inched toward the Winter Palace while police guards struggled to hold back the
throngs. “Batiushka!” they cried. “Little Father, lead us to victory!”
The feverish enthusiasm, more intense than at the tercentennial celebration, did not die
down. I’d been to so many celebrations, attended so many ceremonies, that the attention paid to
my father was nothing out of the ordinary. But this was different. The fervor of the people sent a
shiver of excitement down my spine. I could tell by my sisters’ faces that they, too, felt it.
Inside the Winter Palace we worked our way slowly through the crowd. Some people fell
to their knees, tears streaming down their faces, and reached out to kiss Papa’s hand, and
Mama’s, too. We entered a huge hall where an altar had been set up. Papa signed a paper, a
manifesto declaring Russia’s war on Germany and Austria, and after a choir sang the Te Deum—
the hymn of praise that’s always sung on important occasions—Papa repeated an oath, swearing
in a firm voice never to make peace so long as a single enemy remained on Russian soil.
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Suddenly everyone in the hall, thousands of people, began to sing, “Save us, O Lord.” I carried a
linen handkerchief in my left hand—we had been taught by our governesses to do this whenever
we were out in public—and I was glad I had mine when the tears began to pour down my cheeks.
Papa decided that he and Mama should go out on the balcony to greet the enormous
masses that packed the square. “The people want another chance to see their Batiushka and
Matushka,” he said. Mama told us to stay behind, but we crept as close as we could to the doors
opening onto the balcony to watch and listen. A sea of people roared when my parents stepped
out, and the roaring didn’t stop, even when Papa raised his hand and tried to speak. Then the
whole enormous crowd began to sing the imperial anthem:
God save the Tsar, Mighty and powerful, Let him reign for our glory...
“You see?” said Olga, standing close beside me. “Just look around.” Everybody in that
great hall was weeping and smiling at the same time. “You see why I will never leave Russia?”
I nodded. I did see. I understood.
The next challenge was to get to our launch. The Cossack guards had to shove back the
crowd to let our carriages through, but the people were in such a jubilant mood that they didn’t
seem to mind. Not everyone was jubilant, though—we heard later that an angry mob had rushed
to the German Embassy and attacked it, pulling down two huge bronze horses from the roof and
making a complete mess of the inside. The Germans were now Enemy Number One.
“Everyone hates Cousin Willy,” I said. I remembered the film he’d had us watch,
showing him marching around in his black boots and spiked helmet.
Tatiana told me to hush, because Mama’s brother, Uncle Ernie, the grand duke of Hesse,
was German and lived in Germany, and she was worried about him.
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We were happy to get back to Peterhof after such a tremendously exciting day. Alexei

wanted to hear about everything that had happened. Dr. Botkin and Gleb and his sister, Tatiana,
had been with us, and Gleb was pleased to provide every detail. His usually pale cheeks were
flushed with excitement. “The Germans don’t know how to fight!” Gleb assured my brother.
“They only know how to make sausages! All we have to do to win is to throw our caps at them.”
That made Alexei laugh and clap his hands. But he was still upset that he had missed
such a glorious event. “Don’t worry,” I assured him. “There’s sure to be a lot more.”
I hoped Gleb was right, that victory would be easy—and quick, too.

We’d been waiting for Grandmère Marie to arrive at Peterhof from a visit to England,
and when she did, she was exhausted and in a fury. “I have never been so terrified in my life,”
she told us. Her train had been stopped in Berlin and a howling mob had attacked it, smashing
the windows, ripping down the blinds in her car, and screaming curses at her.
“That cursing and shrieking pack of rabble tried to grab me! Thank God the police
arrived in time to save me. And that barbarian, Willy, wouldn’t allow me to cross Germany! Can
you imagine the effrontery? What a vulgar and detestable man! He ordered my train diverted to
the Danish frontier. That horde of madmen threw stones as we left the station. The damage to the
train is considerable. You can see if for yourself. Willy didn’t dare keep me, but he did detain
Felix and Irina. Xenia is beside herself—as you can imagine—and I don’t know where they are
now. Oh, this is just too, too horrid! I have hated Germany for fifty years, and now I hate it more
than ever.”
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We were distressed by our grandmother’s story, and worried about Felix and Irina, who

were still on their honeymoon when “that barbarian” refused to let them go. It was a relief when
we learned that Felix’s father had arranged for them to return to Russia by way of Finland.
Alexei had been promised a tenth birthday celebration when Grandmère Marie came, and
she did not disappoint him. She had arranged for a Shetland pony with a small pony cart to be
sent by ship from England. The gift arrived in time, and Alexei was delighted and soon became
totally absorbed in thinking of a name for the little pony. “He’ll be a friend for Vanka,” Alexei
said, Vanka being the donkey Papa had gotten Alexei when he was five. There was also cake and
ice cream and a serenade by the balalaika orchestra, but all the while Papa had to attend to a
constant parade of generals coming out from St. Petersburg.
“Some are saying the war will be over by Christmas,” Papa told us.
“All we have to do is throw our caps at them,” I said, quoting Gleb.
“If only that were true,” Papa said, and for a moment I wondered if Gleb and the generals
might be wrong.
The next week we went to Moscow, which had once been the capital of Russia. It was an
ancient tradition for the tsars to go to the Kremlin in the old capital to ask God’s blessing on any
war they were entering. Alexei was going with us to Moscow—he seemed much better—and he
was beside himself with excitement. That morning we attended services in the white-and-gold
chapel at Peterhof where all of us children had been christened. Later in the day we boarded the
imperial train that rolled quietly through the night and arrived in Moscow the next morning.
It seemed as though everyone in the entire city had come out to greet us. It looked like a
million Russians were there, hanging out of windows and over the edges of balconies, balancing
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on the limbs of trees—anywhere they could find—to cheer and wave banners. All the church
bells were ringing like mad, and whenever we passed a church the priest came out to bless Papa.
We entered the walls of the Kremlin through the Iberian gate, the way tsars always
entered the city, and our carriages delivered us to the Grand Palace. The imperial apartments
were so much different from our cozy rooms at Tsarskoe Selo: a fireplace carved out of
alabaster, desks and tables inlaid with jade and topaz, porcelain clocks from France, and gold
everywhere—not exactly homelike, and not a place I’d ever want to live.
We were hardly settled when Alexei began to complain about his leg hurting, so much
that he was afraid he wouldn’t be able to walk to the cathedral the next day. He couldn’t bear the
thought. “I must walk tomorrow!” he kept saying, gritting his teeth, his face was twisted with
pain. “I must!”
My parents were in despair. They were determined that Alexei’s future subjects would
not be allowed to believe that he was an invalid, but when we awoke the next morning, it was
obvious that walking was impossible. “Never mind,” Papa told Alexei. “You will be present at
the ceremony. Our biggest, strongest, handsomest Cossack guard will carry you, and you’ll see
everything.”
At eleven o’clock we left the imperial apartment and climbed the fifty-eight steps of the
Red Staircase for St. George Hall, which was huge, the biggest in the palace. “Lucky you,” I told
Alexei, in the arms of the Cossack. “You get to be carried.”
Mama’s sister Ella—Grand Duchess Elisabeth, who’d become a nun after Sergei was
murdered—had joined us, dressed in her pale gray habit. “She looks so elegant in that robe, and
she doesn’t even have to wear a corset with it,” I whispered to Marie. “Or bother deciding which
jewels to wear. It’s almost enough to make me consider becoming a nun myself.”
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Marie giggled, and Tatiana hissed, “Hush!”
Standing in the center of the enormous hall, Papa read out a proclamation in a firm voice:

“From this place, the very heart of Russia, I send my soul’s greeting to my valiant troops and my
noble allies. God is with us!” It was a solemn occasion, the most solemn in the world, but
somehow I just couldn’t stop grinning—proud to be Russian, proud to be the daughter of the
Batiushka and Matushka.
A bridge connected the palace to the Cathedral of the Assumption on the opposite side of
the Palace Square, filled with more cheering crowds—the people would surely be hoarse by the
end of the day—and after lots of prayers and hymns, incense and candles, we could finally go
back to the palace for luncheon. A good thing, because I was starving.
The next day Alexei had an adventure that he didn’t want to repeat. He and Gilliard had
gone out for a drive in a motorcar to a scenic spot above the city. On the way back through
narrow streets jammed with peasants someone recognized Alexei and began to shout, “The heir!
The heir!” Suddenly they were surrounded by crowds blocking their way, all determined to see
the tsarevitch. They climbed up on the steps of the car, scrambling to reach him. Alexei had
never had anything like this happen to him.
“He was frightened at these exuberant demonstrations,” Gilliard reported. “Neither the
driver nor I knew what to do. The moujiks meant no harm, but we were trapped. Then two huge
policemen ran up, shouting and waving, and the crowd fell back and slowly drifted away.”
“They wanted to touch me, as though I was a religious icon, something holy!” Alexei
said. “It was embarrassing. I didn’t like it.”
* * * *
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Five days after we’d left Peterhof for Moscow, we went home to Tsarskoe Selo. All

anyone talked about now was war. The trips to St. Petersburg and Moscow had been thrilling,
but my sisters and I felt anxious. It was terribly confusing.
In our schoolroom Pyotr Petrov focused our attention on the map of the world. Out came
his pointer. “The French and the English are our friends—the Serbians, too, of course—and the
Germans and the Austrians are our enemies. The other countries are neutral.” That included
Switzerland, where Gilliard was from. “Monsieur Gilliard had thought to go home,” Petrov said,
“but it is nearly impossible to get there, for all communications have been cut, and if he did
manage to get home he would have no chance of getting back here before the end of the war.”
“But Pyotr Vasileivich,” I reminded him, “everyone says the war will be over by
Christmas! That would not be such a long time to be away.” I liked Gilliard very much, and
would miss him if he went home, but I would not miss a few months of French lessons.
Petrov hung his pointer on its hook. “I pray that those who are so optimistic are also
correct.”
Papa had appointed Grand Duke Nikolai Nikolaevich—Papa’s distant cousin, but we
called him Uncle Nikolasha—to be commander-in-chief of the army. But this was just
temporary. “Until I can get to Stavka and take command,” Papa said. Stavka was the command
headquarters, near Bialowieza, our hunting lodge in Poland.
Marie and I lay on our beds, whispering in the dark. “What do you think will happen
now?” Marie asked, and I could tell that she was close to tears. She was always very emotional.
“I don’t know,” I said.
I did not want to tell her what I had read in Olga’s secret diary. I still glanced at it now
and then—not as often as I had when she was madly in love with Voronov, because her entries
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after he married someone else weren’t as interesting—but when she wrote this she was obviously
upset:
I’m so worried about this war. Mother and Father received a letter from Fr G, who is in
his village and recovering from the awful attack by that crazy woman. The letter made Father so
angry he wanted to tear it up but Mother wouldn’t let him. She showed it to Tanya and me, and
I’m writing here what I can remember:
"A terrible storm cloud lies over Russia. Disaster, grief, murky darkness and no light.
A whole ocean of tears, there is no counting them, and so much bloodshed. I can find no words
to describe the horror. Russia is drowning in blood. Disaster is great, the misery infinite."
What if Fr G is right? I can’t bear to think of it.
Marie was still asking questions in a worried whisper. “Papa’s going to be leaving soon
for Poland,” she said. “How long do you think he’ll be gone?”
“I really don’t know, Mashka,” I said, rolling away so that my back was to her. I was still
thinking about what I’d read in Olga’s diary. Russia is drowning in blood.
“Mama says we must say our prayers and trust in God,” Marie said sadly. I could tell that
she was close to tears again. “Do you think God will help us?”
“Of course He will,” I said. Disaster is great, the misery infinite. “Now let’s go to sleep.
Aunt Olga is coming tomorrow.”
Soon Marie’s breathing had deepened, but I lay staring into the darkness, my thoughts
churning. Maybe Father Grigory is wrong, and it isn’t going to be a disaster. Russia will
triumph. Father Grigory doesn’t know everything.
* * * *
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Our aunt’s Saturday visit wasn’t like any of her earlier visits. She was flushed with

excitement. For one thing, Papa had changed the name of St. Petersburg, which was a German
name, to Slav Petrograd. “Much more patriotic,” he said, smiling.
“Talk about patriotism!” Aunt Olga remarked. “I’ve witnessed the most extraordinary
sights for the past week: the thrilling sight of men going to war. Every day from early morning
until after sunset, hundreds and hundreds of men marching down Nevsky Prospect to the
Warsaw Station to board a train for the front. People walk beside them, cheering them on.
They’re fighting for Holy Russia and for the tsar, Nicky!”
Papa nodded. “Yes, it’s such a powerful sight. I would have done anything in my power
to avoid this war, but I am deeply moved by the dedication of the men.”
This was a conversation between Aunt Olga and my parents. I was sitting on the floor
with my brother, playing with his toy soldiers, marching them back and forth as he issued
commands. But I was also trying to hear what the adults were saying.
“My Hussars have been called up,” said Aunt Olga. “The regiment is being sent to the
front in the southwest. Kolya is going with them, of course.” She said it quietly, very matter-offactly, but my ears perked up, and I turned slightly in order to hear better. Alexei noticed—he
always noticed if you weren’t focusing completely on him—and started to protest, but I shushed
him. Kolya, I knew, was her lover, and I wanted to hear what was said.
“Of course,” Papa said. “It’s his duty.”
Her voice rose slightly. “Before he left, Colonel Kulikovsky told me that the junior
officers were asking if they shouldn’t pack their dress uniforms for the victory parades. Kolya
told them the proper uniforms would be sent along later.”
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I thought of what Gleb Botkin had said—The Germans can’t fight. They only know how

to make sausages. Now he’d told us that his two older brothers, Dmitri and Yuri, were at the
front, and Gleb was deeply disappointed that he was too young to fight.
Dmitri Pavlovich arrived, proudly wearing the Cross of St. George, a military honor,
pinned to his chest. I hadn’t seen him for a long while, and I’m afraid I did grin too much when
he was around, because later Tatiana remarked in her stern governess voice, “You make it so
obvious that you have a crush on Dmitri.”
He had been at Stavka with Nikolai Nikolaievich, the commander-in-chief. “What a giant
of a man!” Dmitri said enthusiastically. “He’s nearly seven feet tall. And such a commanding
presence!”
“Appropriate for a commander,” Mama said sourly. She didn’t much like Uncle
Nikolasha and made no secret of it. Father Grigory didn’t trust him, she said.
That was at luncheon. Dmitri and Papa talked for a long while—I don’t know about
what—and I think he would have stayed longer had we not been expecting a visit from Father
Grigory. Dmitri was one of the people who didn’t like Father Grigory and didn’t hide his dislike,
and naturally that offended Mama, who couldn’t bear to hear the slightest criticism of a man she
believed could work miracles.
But Father Grigory was very late arriving, and Mama began to fret. Papa, too. I wanted
to see him and wished I could stay to overhear the conversation, but our parents decided that we
should go to our rooms since the visit was going to be so late.
“Nobody ever keeps the tsar waiting!” Shura said as she brushed my hair for the night.
“It’s the height of ill manners.”
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Shura’s name was in the column of those who didn’t like the starets, but said nothing so

as not to anger Mama and perhaps be dismissed from her position.
In the days that followed, Papa got ready to leave for Stavka, and Anya moved from her
little cottage into rooms in our palace, to keep Mama company and to keep her spirits up while
Papa was away. On the morning he was driven off in his motorcar, we all cried because our dear
Papa was going away, but Mama cried most of all.

	
  

130	
  

Chapter 12. Changed Lives - Autumn 1914

Almost overnight our lives changed completely. Mama decided it was her duty to provide
care for the wounded. She developed a plan for turning our huge palaces, which she had never
liked anyway, into hospitals. The Catherine Palace, right there in Tsarskoe Selo, the Winter
Palace in what was now called Petrograd, and a couple of palaces in Moscow—all became
medical units to care for the wounded with space for the soldiers’ wives and mothers to stay
when they came to visit. She sent our Dr. Botkin to Yalta to open hospitals on the estates of
wealthy families. She also created smaller medical facilities called lazarets. Feodorovsky
Gorodok, the tiny old-fashioned village that Papa had built in Tsarskoe Selo to remind him of
“old Russia” became one of the lazarets. And she organized special trains to bring the wounded
men to the hospitals from the front.
I was amazed at what had come over Mama. Mama, who had always spent most of the
day reclining in her mauve boudoir, announced that she and Olga and Tatiana were going to
become nurses and actually work in those hospitals. They would have two months of training by
the Red Cross to become qualified as “sisters of mercy,” with classes in the morning and actual
duties in the wards in the afternoon.

	
  

131	
  
“And what about Mashka and me?” I asked. “Can’t we become nurses, too?” I could not

bear the thought of being left out of what seemed such a great adventure.
“You girlies are too young to be full-fledged sisters of mercy,” Mama said firmly. “But
that doesn’t mean you can’t both serve proudly and usefully. You will be patronesses at the
lazaret at Feodorovsky Gorodok. That will give you plenty to do, and I’m sure you will
accomplish a great deal of good.”
So that is what we did. We didn’t have uniforms, and that was a disappointment—we
were practically the only people in the whole imperial compound who were wearing ordinary
clothes. Mama and our older sisters wore long gray dresses and white aprons with a big red cross
on the chest and white wimples that covered the head and neck. You could hardly recognize
them when they were in uniform, as they now were every day.
“That’s the whole point,” Tatiana said. “In uniform, everybody is the same. We’re not
there as the empress and the grand duchesses. We’re there as Russian nurses.”
My mother and older sisters came home from the hospital exhausted every day. They did
really hard, awful work—cleaning bedsores and changing bandages and even helping with the
surgeries.
“Sometimes the doctors have to cut off an arm or a leg without enough anesthetic,” Olga
said, her face white with tiredness and misery at the sights she had witnessed. “The doctors are
so tired they can hardly stay on their feet. And yet every hour more trains arrive from the field
hospitals at the front, more filthy, moaning men are carried in, and we get to work and clean
them up for the nurses to examine and the doctors to operate on. Mama is so brave—she holds
the cone over their noses and drips ether onto it to put them to sleep, but sometimes there isn’t
enough and they scream in agony. And then she helps to carry away the mangled flesh or the
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amputated hand or arm—.” My sister shuddered. “And the smell! You can’t imagine the smell,
all those infected wounds.”
“I think I’d throw up,” I whispered.
Olga forced a wan smile. “At first I did,” she admitted. “I threw up more than once. But
you get used to it after a while.”
“Some of them are screaming and praying to die,” Tatiana said. She had kicked off her
shoes and was unrolling her stockings. They were spattered with something dark. “Then we sit
with them while they’re dying. It’s the saddest, most awful thing you can imagine.” She shook
her head, as though ridding herself of the terrible sights and sounds. “Oh, I do hope it will be
over soon. But I’m afraid it won’t.”
Marie and I did not witness grisly wounds and horrible surgeries. The wounded men in
the lazarets had already been treated, and while they might have been suffering and in pain, most
of them were able to talk and were glad for the company. When Alexei was able, we took him
with us to visit with the wounded soldiers, who seemed absolutely overjoyed to see all of us, but
especially the tsarevich. We helped the soldiers write letters to their families—often Marie wrote
the letters for them, because many of the soldiers were simple peasants who had never been
taught to read or write. I especially liked reading to the men—they said I read very well, that I
was a good actress and it was almost like being at a play. That was nice to hear. I thought that
maybe, when the war was over, I would consider becoming an actress as well as an artist.
But there was a bad side as well: Sometimes the soldiers I had been reading to and
promised before I left that I would return to read another chapter the next day suddenly worsened
and died before I had a chance to say goodbye. Suffering and death were all around me, and I
never did get used to it.
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Some of the soldiers couldn’t believe that the empress was actually there, present, sleeves

rolled up, getting her hands dirty. Most of them were grateful, but—I learned from reading
Olga’s notebook—many of the men were not.
Olga’s secret diary much different from what it had been in the past when she was
unhappily in love. It was easy now to have a chance to read it without the risk of getting caught.
Sometimes she even forgot to put it away in a “safe” hiding place. But there were times when I
wished I hadn’t read it.
One must pity Mother. She works so hard at the hospital, spares herself nothing, no duty
is beneath her. Many of the soldiers adore her, call for her, kiss her hand if they can. But there
are many others who despise her and make no secret of it, because she was born a German.
Mother is Russian to the very depths of her soul, but they don’t know that, or don’t want to know
it. And I’m afraid it’s not just a few ignorant soldiers who feel this way. Mother is a quiet person,
and she has not won the hearts of the Russian people the way Grandmère Marie has. And our
grandmother wasn’t born Russian either! The people truly adore Father, but they are suspicious
of Mother and even dislike her and she has done nothing to deserve that.
I felt so awful when I read this that I began to cry. Mama never hurt anyone, never mean
to do anything but good. Reading it made me feel sorry for every naughty thing I ever thought of
saying to my poor, darling mother.

Although Papa came home often from Stavka, he didn’t stay long at Tsarskoe Selo before
going back, especially if Alexei seemed to be doing well. We missed him very much and took
turns writing to him every evening, trying to find funny things to tell him that would cheer him
up. Sad and discouraging as life was during this time, some amusing things did happen. Tatiana
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may have actually fallen in love! The object of her affections was an officer named Dmitri
Malama. He was seriously wounded, and she met him while caring for him in the hospital. They
had been talking about dogs, Tatiana told the lieutenant that she thought French bulldogs were
irresistibly adorable, and the next thing we knew, a French bulldog arrived at Alexander Palace.
Tatiana named him Ortino. Mama’s dog Eira took great exception to this rival, but Olga’s cat,
Vaska, took to chasing the newcomer around the palace, knocking things over and getting into
all sorts of mischief. Tatiana doted on that little dog, but he was not well trained and my sister
began keeping a little shovel handy to clean up his messes. I took great pleasure in writing to
Papa about Ortino, but thought it was better not to say anything about Tatiana possibly being in
love.
Everyone was so busy, helping with the war effort, that we were almost too busy to
celebrate Olga’s nineteenth birthday. At the last minute we organized a nice dinner for her, but it
was nothing like the grand dinners we once enjoyed. Besides their nursing duties both Olga and
Tatiana had organized committees to help the wounded soldiers, and they often had meetings to
attend. Mama was up and dressed at seven o’clock and on her way to the hospital at the
Catherine Palace every morning at nine. Sometimes she assisted at as many as three surgeries,
one right after the other, each lasting a couple of hours. By the end of the day she was ready to
drop.
Meanwhile, Anya was being particularly annoying. She always did expect a lot of
attention, and even though she occasionally helped at the hospital, she acted offended if Mama
didn’t spend a lot of time every day with her, as she used to. She wanted to be pitied and fussed
over, and I got sick of it. Only good-hearted Marie seemed to be willing to spend the time with
her she demanded.
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The news we received was not often good. We could see proof that the Germans knew

how to do much more than make sausages—they knew how to fight. Wounded soldiers poured
into the hospitals where Mama and Olga and Tatiana worked every day, along with many other
volunteers, including Tatiana Botkin. They came in huge numbers to the smaller lazarets where
Marie and I did what we could to make the suffering men feel a little better, a little less alone.
We heard the wounded talking about those who hadn’t been so lucky, the ones who had
been killed. “Mowed down like wheat,” one soldier muttered, turning his head toward the wall.
“Our officers are brave,” he said. “And also foolish. They order us to crawl forward, always
forward, bellies on the ground, while our leaders stand up and walk straight toward the enemy.
They say it would be cowardly for them to take cover. And the Germans shoot them down like
ducks in a shooting gallery.”
One of those brave officers was Dr. Botkin’s eldest son, Dmitri, a lieutenant in the
Cossack regiment serving on the eastern front. We learned to our great sorrow that he was
among the dead.
So many officers had been killed that Papa ordered fifteen thousand university students to
take special training to become lieutenants. On one of his visits home, Papa said, “I told my
young lieutenants that I had not the slightest doubt of their bravery and courage, but I needed
their lives—they are of no use to Russia if they are dead—and to take care for themselves. Then
I reminded them of the value of prayer before going into battle. ‘With prayer you can do
anything,’ I said, and I believe they took it to heart.”

Just before Christmas the officials of the church decided to ban Christmas trees, because
they were a German custom. We were disappointed—lighting the trees had always been a part of

	
  

136	
  

our family celebration—and Mama was furious. “I’m going to find out the truth of who gave that
order and make a row about it,” she said. “Why take away the pleasure of a beautiful tree from
the wounded and children because the tradition comes from Germany? The narrow-mindedness
is too colossal!”
I was not at all sure Mama could actually make a row, as she called it. Many people
called her Nemka, “German woman,” and thought she was a traitor because she’d been born in
Germany. Obviously, those people didn’t know Mama!
Aunt Olga told us about French-speaking friends of hers who’d been called Nemtsy,
Germans, and hissed in shops by people who didn’t understand any language but Russian. And
Alexei’s governess, returning from Petrograd, reported one of the stupid stories circulating there.
“A certain nobleman, walking through a grand salon of the Winter Palace, encountered the
Tsarevich, who looked terribly upset. The nobleman asked him what was wrong, and the boy
replied, ‘When the Russians lose a battle, Papa cries. When the Germans lose a battle, Mama
cries. But when am I supposed to cry?’”
Papa came home for Christmas. Mama got very excited whenever we expected Papa’s
return, almost the way Olga used to be when she thought she’d be seeing Lieutenant Voronov.
We did manage to have a small tree, just for ourselves, but Papa said it was wiser not to have any
large public tree, ridiculous as that seemed. Our celebration on Christmas Eve was just as it had
always been—the traditional table with bowls of kutya that Papa loved, and the usual almond
soup and roast carp. We attended mass at midnight in the chapel, as we always had. But one
thing was different: we didn’t go out on the balcony to greet the people who used to gather to
wish us a joyous Christmas. Too many Russians were upset about the war, and it seemed better
not to make public appearances until the mood improved.
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I felt sad about that, but I felt even worse when I’d read what Olga had written in her

diary. In her regular diary she dutifully wrote about attending midnight mass and having a visit
from our cousin Irina and Felix Yussoupov on Christmas Day. But in her secret notebook she
wrote something quite different.
All the good feelings we had last summer when a million people in Petrograd and
Moscow cheered until they were hoarse—all that has vanished. Irina says that in Petrograd
some of the noble families with German-sounding names are being told to find documents
proving that they’re descended from Catherine the Great. Orchestras in Petrograd are not
allowed to play music by Bach, Brahms, or Beethoven. Felix says he witnessed the windows of
German bakeries being smashed.
No one talked about it, but obviously the war had not ended by Christmas. Maybe, I
thought, they meant next Christmas.
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Chapter 13. A Year of War –1915

In January the train on which Anya Vyrubova was traveling from Petrograd to Tsarskoe
Selo was wrecked. She was nearly dead when she was dragged from under the demolished
carriage and took her to the hospital in the Catherine Palace. Her legs were crushed and her head
and back were badly injured. Mama and Papa rushed to her bedside—Papa had not yet returned
to Stavka after Christmas—and the doctors told them, “Do not disturb her. She’s dying.”
Mama’s sent for Father Grigory. We were in her hospital room praying and Anya was
moaning and muttering, calling for Father Grigory, when he arrived. He nodded to Papa and
Mama and went to Anya’s bedside, took her hand, and spoke to her. “Annushka! Annushka,
rise!”
At first nothing happened. Sweat was pouring down his face. None of us dared to breathe.
Then, the miracle: The third time Father Grigory called her name Anya opened her eyes. When
he ordered her to get up, she actually tried to do it, and when he commanded her to speak to him,
she murmured something I couldn’t hear. It was the most amazing thing I’d ever seen.
Mama was weeping, tears pouring down her cheeks. “Grishka, I beg you to tell me! Will
she live?”

	
  

139	
  
Father Grigory nodded wearily. “God will give her back to you if she is needed by you

and the country. If her influence is harmful, He will take her away. But she will be a cripple for
the rest of her days. Now you must excuse me,” he said. He staggered away, exhausted by the
effort he’d made, and Mama collapsed into Papa’s arms.
Soon after that dramatic scene, Papa left again for Stavka, and Anya was eventually well
enough to leave her hospital room at Catherine Palace and move back to her quarters in
Alexander Palace. Now Mama had Anya to look after as well as her work with the wounded
soldiers.
The only good thing about Papa being away was that we had almost unlimited use of his
huge swimming bath. Alexei loved it, too. And Tatiana’s silly dog, Ortino, was a witness to our
cavorting, barking his head off.

The winter was long, cold, and gray. It was a dreadfully sad day when one of Mama’s
patients died, a young officer named Grobov. Mama was extremely upset by this. Although she
was confronted daily with death in the course of her work at the hospital, she had become quite
attached to him, and now he was gone.
We were all quite put out that Anya demanded so much of Mama’s time and energy,
always complaining that she wasn’t getting any attention, no one came to visit her, she needed to
have her wheelchair pushed here and there. And then she pretended to faint! Father Grigory
came to see her nearly every day. Afterward he spent a lot of time with Mama, discussing what
should be done about Anya, about the war and what Papa should be doing, even who should be
in charge of what. Mama missed Papa terribly, and in the evenings she wrote him long, long
letters, passing along to him the advice Father Grigory had given her.
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I wrote him long letters, too, telling him what we were learning from our tutors—not

much, in my case. Gibbes, our English tutor, said I was “lacking motivation and self-discipline,”
which translated as “lazy” while the others continued to torment Marie and me with math,
French, and geography. That same huge map that Pyotr Petrov, our Russian teacher, had hung on
the wall of our schoolroom became the center of a daily examination of the progress of the war.
One sixth of the world was Russian, but now we focused on the part west of the Ural Mountains,
as well as Hungary, Austria, and Poland, where the fighting was taking place. We had boxes of
pins—white for the Russian army, black for the Germans, yellow for the Austrians—and as news
reports of the war came in, we moved the pins. It was terrible to see the black pins advancing and
the white ones retreating, but in March there was some good news: Fresh recruits had arrived at
the front, and Uncle Nikolasha led the army to a brilliant victory, capturing lots of prisoners and
big guns at a fortress in Galicia. Papa was so pleased that he presented him with a beautiful gold
sword decorated with diamonds.
From time to time we had visitors—Mama’s friend, Lili Dehn, came out from Petrograd,
and her little boy, nicknamed Titi, sometimes came with her. Titi was four years younger than
Alexei and worshipped my brother, following him around like a slave. There were no more gay
weekend parties with Aunt Olga—she was now a nurse, too—and no more formal lunches with
Grandmère Marie, who had left St. Petersburg and moved to Kiev. Mama and Big Pair were at
the hospital most of the time, although Mama had not been feeling well lately and often had to
stay in bed.
During those cheerless months Olga’s secret diary was so gloomy I could hardly bear to
read it—mostly reports about defeats of the Russian army. The Standart and Grandmère Marie’s
Polar Star had been taken to Helsinki, because the admiral believed the yachts would be safer in
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the Finnish harbor from German attack, and their crews were reassigned. Lili Dehn’s husband
was now the captain of a Russian destroyer, and Lieutenant Voronov was serving on a ship in the
Baltic to lay mines underwater that would blow up German ships. There would be no visit to
Livadia at Easter, and unless there was a miracle before summer, no cruises on the Standart.
That year the gorgeous Fabergé eggs that Papa always commissioned as gifts for Mama
and Grandmère Marie were designed to honor the women in Papa’s family who had become Red
Cross nurses. The “surprise” inside the white enameled egg were five tiny portraits on ivory of
Mama, my two older sisters, our cousin Dmitri’s sister Maria Pavlovna, and Aunt Olga. Aunt
Olga had also become a nurse and was working at the hospital she’d established near her villa,
Olgino, in southwestern Russia. All were wearing their white nurses’ wimples. It was the
plainest of all the eggs Papa had ever ordered, and Mama pronounced it “beautiful in its
simplicity, and absolutely appropriate to the times.”
Spring wore on, and again news about the war turned abysmal. Any victories were won at
huge cost of lives and didn’t last. We began suffering one defeat after another, and the black pins
of the enemy on our map moved closer to Russia. No one actually talked to Marie and me about
the losses, but we had ears to hear, and what we heard was that more than a million men had
been killed, wounded, or taken prisoner. Mama seemed either to be consumed by her nursing
duties at the hospital, writing page after page to Papa, or in deep conversation with Father
Grigory. He and Mama blamed Uncle Nikolasha for what was happening to the Russian army.
Tatiana Botkina had the horrible experience of seeing her brother Yuri’s mangled body
brought to the hospital where she worked with Mama and my sisters. He survived only a few
days, and his sister was with him when he died. We observed a deep change in Dr. Botkin after
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the loss of his two older sons. How could it be otherwise? And Gleb, always soulful, became
even more serious, and the stories he made up were less fanciful and much darker.
Aunt Ella, Mama’s sister, sometimes left her convent and fled Moscow for the peace and
quiet of Tsarskoe Selo and a short visit with us. “The mobs are running wild in Moscow,” she
said. Her hand shook when she reached for her cup of tea. “They hate everything German, and
burn down houses and shops belonging to people with German names. They rushed the gates of
the convent and accused me of hiding German spies. They said I was hiding our brother.”
“But Ernie’s not even in Russia!” Mama said. “He’s an officer in the Kaiser’s army.”
“So I informed them, but they wouldn’t believe me—even when I invited them to come
into the convent and have a look around, so they could see for themselves.” Her face was drawn,
and she had dark circles beneath her eyes. “‘Get the German woman!’ several shouted. ‘Take her
away!’ Then someone threw a stone. It didn’t strike me, but I was afraid the next one would.
Still, I refused to back down. A company of our soldiers arrived just in time and broke up the
crowd.”
We were silent, too shocked to say a word. Marie crept closer to our aunt and reached for
the pale hand that lay trembling in her lap.
“They shout insults wherever I go,” she continued. “They call for Rasputin to be hanged.
They shout for Nicky to be deposed and Nikolasha to be made Tsar Nicholas the Third.”
Mama, white-lipped, could barely speak. “And me?” she managed to say. “What do they
say about me?”
“That you should be shut up in a convent,” Aunt Ella whispered.
What about my sisters and me? And Alexei? I wondered, but I couldn’t bear to ask.
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Summer came. Three of us had birthdays—Tatiana her eighteenth, a week later I was

fourteen, and the week after that Marie turned sixteen. I can’t say that we “celebrated” the
birthdays—“observed” is a better word—but we did have nice little family dinners with Aunt
Olga and Grandmère there for each of us. Marie received her special necklace of sixteen
diamonds and sixteen pearls. Chef Kharnikov produced delicious meals in spite of the shortages
of food that were beginning to appear, and Alexei serenaded us with his balalaika. Unfortunately,
I made the mistake of reminding everyone of the wonderful party we’d had at Livadia for Olga’s
sixteenth birthday four years earlier. I didn’t mean to make everyone sad, especially Olga, who
was probably thinking of Pavel Voronov when she suddenly burst into tears and rushed away
from the table. I thought she was probably still in love with him—hopeless, of course, since he
was now married to someone else, but I suppose it’s not possible simply to decide not to be in
love with someone.

Papa came home to Tsarskoe Selo at the beginning of July and stayed through most of
August, and for a little while things seemed almost normal for our family. In fact, one very funny
thing did happen: Prince Carol of Romania came to visit—the very same Carol who had been
considered a year earlier as a possible husband for Olga. He was no longer just a crown prince
but a full-fledged prince, because his grandfather had since died and his father had succeeded as
king of Romania.
When Olga heard that he was coming, she suddenly had a full schedule of meetings
involving her various war projects. “I will have absolutely no free time to spend with him,” she
announced. “I’m terribly sorry, Father,” she added.
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“You don’t sound the least bit sorry, Olya,” I said, which was the truth, but that drew

disapproving frowns from Olga and Mama.
Carol arrived, accompanied by a huge suite of courtiers, mostly old men and ladies and
nobody young and interesting. I found him just as irritating as when we first met him at
Constanta the previous year. I expected the whole visit to be hugely boring.
Part of Romania shared a border with Russia and another part bordered Austria-Hungary,
and therefore had remained neutral in the war. Papa believed that King Ferdinand had sent Carol
to discuss Romania joining Russia to fight against Germany. But that wasn’t the real reason for
Carol’s visit.
Marie came shrieking into our bedroom with the news. “Carol asked Papa if he would
consent to let him marry me!”
“Prince Carol wants to marry you, Masha?” I asked. My mouth was probably hanging
open.
“You needn’t act so surprised that someone would want to,” she huffed. “Anyway, Papa
just laughed and reminded him that I’m still just a schoolgirl and not in any way ready to marry
or even to consider an engagement.”
“Well, congratulations, dear sister. You’ve had your first proposal.”
She grinned mischievously. “He still has that mop of uncombed hair,” she said. “But if
you’re lucky, Nastya, he’ll be back again in two years to ask for your hand.”
I rolled my eyes and hoped we had seen the last of the Romanian prince.

One warm August afternoon as we were having tea with Anya on Mama’s balcony, Papa
appeared suddenly, looking pale as a ghost, a telegram in his trembling hand.
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“Nicky, what’s wrong?” Mama cried.
“Warsaw has fallen,” he said hoarsely. He sank down onto a chair, tears in his eyes, and

buried his face in his hands. “It cannot go on like this,” he said. “It simply cannot.”
By the end of the day Papa had decided that his place was with the army. From then on,
he would spend all of his time at Stavka.
At the end of August he kissed us all goodbye and left Tsarskoe Selo with the guard
saluting, flags waving, and church bells ringing. Headquarters had been moved from Poland,
where the advancing German army had taken over the area, to Mogilev, a Russian town on the
banks of the Dnieper River. At the old Stavka Papa had lived aboard his imperial train. His new
quarters were in a mansion on a hilltop overlooking the river.
Barely a month later there was another big change: Papa sent Grand Duke Nikolai
Nikolaivich to the Caucasian front to lead the fight against the Turks, who were on the side of
Germany and Austria. Papa was taking over as commander-in-chief of the army.
Mama was pleased. She had never liked Uncle Nikolasha, mostly because Uncle
Nikolasha despised Father Grigory and had made no secret of his opinion.
Olga wrote about the situation:
It’s quite amazing. Some people hate Fr G.—Grishka, as we call him—and think he has
too much influence on Mother, who then has too much influence on Father, none of it good. Fr
G. did everything possible to win over Uncle Nikolasha’s favor, even offering to go to the front
to bless icons for the soldiers, but, according to gossip, Uncle Nikolasha told him, “Good! Come
here, and I will hang you.” Could he really have said that?
Whether it’s true or not, the story got back to Mother, and no doubt that’s why she urged
Father to dismiss Uncle Nikolasha and take command himself. Mother, of course, depends upon
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Fr G. entirely, thinks he is a saint who gives only the best advice. Anya worships him, and I
understand why—he did seem to perform a miracle when she was so badly injured. Among our
servants who are willing to express an opinion, there are some who adore the starets, others who
despise him. Aunt Olga disapproves of Papa’s decision, and so does Grandmère Marie, and
probably our other relatives as well. They believe Papa is needed here, as sovereign of the
people, and not at the front, because they say he’s not really a military man. But none of this
means a thing to Mother, agrees with everything Fr G. says.
I continue to hear stories from the servants that Rasputin has improper relations with
many of the great ladies of Petrograd and Moscow and who knows where else. Fr G.’s behavior
toward me and my sisters is always correct, but I do get the awful feeling that he is undressing us
with his eyes.
That last part bothered me: undressing us with his eyes. Why would he want to do that?

After Papa moved his headquarters and took command of our army, he and Mama began
to talk about allowing Alexei to join Papa in Mogilev. They discussed it for days. Papa thought it
would be good for Alexei to see more of the country he would some day rule, to be exposed to
masculine influence instead of being surrounded by females who treated him like a china doll.
Although Mama was deeply afraid that something awful might happen to Alexei while he was at
Mogilev, that he would seriously injure himself again, she also believed the presence of the
eleven-year-old tsarevich would do a tremendous good for the morale of the troops, and also for
Papa.
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So it was decided. Papa and Alexei left for Mogilev in October, with Alexei’s two

doctors, Derevenko and Federov; his two sailor-attendants, Derevenko and Nagorny; and dear
Monsieur Gilliard as his tutor, because Mama insisted that he must not fall behind in his studies.
I envied my brother. Marie and I were still spending long hours at the lazaret, reading to
the wounded men, writing letters for them, even teaching some of them to read, and simply
keeping them company. How lonely those soldiers must have felt! When we got back to
Alexander Palace, we passed our exciting evenings knitting woolen socks and sewing shirts for
the soldiers. I didn’t dare complain about the dullness of it without risking a ferocious frown and
a barrage of sharp words from Tatiana, all about “duty” and “sacrifice.” But I did wish I could
have gone with Alexei and Papa.
I was thrilled when Mama announced that we were going to visit them. Anya traveled
with us. I found this annoying, but Olga felt even more strongly about it:
I’m not sure why Mother has insisted on including Anya on this excursion. Since her
accident Anya is plumper than ever, wears the most dreadful clothes and hats, needs a crutch to
get around, and—this is what is so embarrassing—behaves like a schoolgirl with a crush
whenever she is around Father. I suppose the best thing about Anya, from Mother’s point of
view, is that she shares Mama’s devotion to Fr G. He can do no wrong! And not all of Mother’s
friends share that opinion. Aunt Ella has deep reservations about him and has spoken about
them, as does Grandmère Marie, but Mama won’t hear of it. At least Anya is on her side, and
that must be why Mama puts up with her.
We traveled to Mogilev on the imperial train, a day’s journey, and the train was our home
once we’d reached our destination because the mansion where Papa and Alexei stayed was too
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crowded to allow for visitors. Alexei could not wait to show us his quarters: he shared Papa’s
bedroom, sleeping on an army cot next to Papa’s closest to the stove.
Papa was always busy during the mornings of our visit, meeting with the officers,
reviewing troops, and so on. Mama seemed perfectly content to sit looking out over the river.
Sometimes Mama asked to be driven around the town of Mogilev and out into the countryside,
taking two of us with her and stopping now and then to visit with the peasants. When the weather
was mild, the officers organized hikes and picnics for us, and one day we boarded a launch and
took a long, leisurely cruise on the Dnieper.
Around one o’clock several motorcars arrived at the railroad siding and drove us to the
mansion for luncheon with the officers. Afterwards, we were taken on tours of the area and had a
chance to speak with the soldiers. Meanwhile, another fleet of cars had been sent to our train to
fetch our maids and the dresses and jewels Mama wanted us to wear for dinner with the officers.
Nothing too bright or elaborate, she said, because this was wartime and we weren’t attending a
ball, but she thought our presence was good for the men’s morale. Our biggest problem was
finding a place where we could change into our finery—this was, after all, a male domain, and
privacy was at a premium.
During this visit Marie met a lieutenant who was serving as officer of the day at
headquarters. His name was Nikolai Dmitrivich Demenkov, and the next thing I knew, my sister
was showing serious symptoms of being in love. Somehow she managed to arrange opportunities
to meet him “accidentally.” “Kolya” became part of our regular conversation, as in “Kolya says”
this, and “Kolya did” such-and-such. I missed no opportunity to tease her about him.
At the end of ten days we boarded our train again for the trip back to Tsarskoe Selo. Papa
had made plans to take Alexei on a long tour of the battlefront, from end to end. Alexei, who had
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been marching around at Mogilev, kitted out in the uniform of an army private with leather boots
up to his knees, must have been beside himself with joy at the prospect. It was hard for Mama to
leave Alexei behind, although she must have been pleased to see how happy he was with his life
there—the life of a man. She also had a hard time leaving Papa, because she was always lonely
without him. And Marie was downcast as well, for an obvious reason: Kolya.
We were welcomed back by our pets—Mama’s dog Eira, Olga’s cat Vaska, Alexei’s dog
Joy, and my spaniel, Jimmy—but learned the sad news that Tatiana’s French bulldog, Ortino,
had sickened and died while we were gone. Poor Tatiana! She had so loved that misbehaving
little dog! But her friend Dmitri Malama had already been informed of the death, and before
Tatiana had even dried her tears, a replacement bulldog had arrived at the palace. She named the
new puppy Ortino the Second.
I asked Tatiana, “Do you love Dimka as much as you love the puppies he’s given you?”
Tatiana glared at me and answered in the stern Governess voice “What a stupid question,
Nastya! Loving a dog is not the same as loving a person.” Then she softened a little, picked up
the new Ortino, and nuzzled him. “This is not a good time for falling in love,” she said. “Dimka
is going to the front, and who knows when I’ll see him again.”
I knew what she meant: “If I’ll see him again.” Our men were dying by the thousand.
Every day in the lazaret Marie and I visited wounded soldiers who in the morning were
murmuring their thanks to us for helping them write a letter or reading them a letter they had
received, letters full of love and longing, and by afternoon were dead, a white sheet pulled over
their faces. It was enough to break your heart, over and over. Not a good time for falling in love.
* * * *
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A few weeks after our visit to Mogilev an urgent telegram arrived from Papa. Alexei had

a nosebleed—the result of a terrific sneezing fit while they were traveling to Galicia to inspect
regiments of the Imperial Guard. The bleeding wouldn’t stop, and he was being brought to
Tsarskoe Selo. We were with Mama at the station to meet the train when it arrived close to
midnight. Alexei’s bandages were soaked with blood, and he was so pale it looked as though he
might be dead, except that his eyes were huge with fright. The doctors did everything they could
think of, cauterizing the tiny blood vessel in his nose, but nothing seemed to help. The bleeding
went on and on. We thought certainly that this was the end and that Alexei was going to die. In a
panic, Mama sent for Father Grigory.
We were kneeling around Alexei’s bed, praying with all our hearts, when Father Grigory
quietly entered the room. Mama uttered a low moan, but Father Grigory laid a hand on her
shoulder, and with the other hand he made the sign of the cross as he gazed down at my brother.
“Don’t be alarmed,” he said gently. “Nothing will happen.”
He turned and walked out of the room without another word and left the palace. Minutes
later Alexei was sleeping peacefully. The bleeding had stopped. The crisis was past.
Perhaps Father Grigory, known as Rasputin and hated by so many people, actually was a
miracle worker. Or maybe it had just taken a while for the doctors’ efforts to succeed. I didn’t
know. All I knew for certain was that Alexei was alive, and he was getting better.
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Chapter 14. A World Turned Upside Down – 1916

On New Year’s Day, at Mama’s urging, Alexei started keeping a diary, “just like Papa
does.” Marie volunteered to help him with it, but she had a hard time convincing him to stay with
it. Also, he had a curious habit of writing about things he’d done before he actually did them,
like describing what he’d eaten for dinner before he’d even sat down at the table. He claimed that
he didn’t always have time later, and anyway, what difference did it make?
“Writing in a diary every single day is boring,” he said. “My life is boring,” he
complained, adding wistfully, “unless I’m at the front with Papa, and then it’s not.”
The important thing, Papa told him, was to be diligent about it. “Someday,” he said,
“your future subjects will want to know what your life was like before you became their tsar.”
I saw Olga and Tatiana exchange furtive glances, and I could guess what they were
thinking: Will Alexei live long enough to become tsar?
Papa returned to Mogilev after Christmas, and we resumed writing him letters every day.
Marie asked Papa to give her regards to Kolya. She even signed her letters “Mrs. Demenkov,”
which I thought was supremely silly, even as a joke.
Alexei did not go back to Mogilev with Papa, and that made both of them very sad. It
always took Alexei a long time to recover from those awful setbacks. Who could imagine that a
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person could die from a sneeze! By February, though, he was much stronger and able to go out to
play in the snow. Papa had come home for a few days, and he was outside with all of us when
Alexei sneaked up behind me and bombarded me with a snowball. Papa yelled at him, something
he hardly ever did.
“For shame, Alexei! That was cowardly, attacking from behind. How was Nastya to
defend herself? You’re behaving like a German!”
Alexei apologized, and I could see that he felt horrid. No one wanted to be compared
with a German.
The one person whose mood suddenly improved was Marie. Demenkov had been
reassigned to the palace guards, and could now be seen from Mama’s balcony, where Marie
found constant excuses to stand, just waiting for a chance to wave and grin at him and even shout
down at him. One day she persuaded Anya invite him to tea, and we were all present to observe
her flirting. There was nothing subtle about it. And she was overjoyed when she spotted him in
church and got to talk to him when we came out. He was not the handsomest man I’d ever set
eyes on, being somewhat chubby, but he did seem pleasant and sweet.

With Papa away again at Mogilev, the rest of us did our best to get along without him.
Even with everything so difficult, it must have still have been on Mama’s mind that she ought to
be planning for our futures. Marie, only sixteen, was still too young to be a concern, but Tatiana
would soon be nineteen, and Olga was twenty, old enough to marry. If it had been a challenge
before the war to come up with approved suitors, it was now just about impossible. Prince Carol
had been sent away.

	
  

153	
  
Then, out of nowhere, Olga got a marriage proposal from Grand Duke Boris Romanov, a

son of Papa’s oldest uncle. I hardly knew him, because he wasn’t included in any of our family
gatherings. He was thirty-eight and going bald, and he had a reputation for flirting with married
women and doing things that shocked and appalled Mama. Boris even had a son my age, but he
hadn’t married the boy’s mother.
It was well known that although he was a military man and supposedly in charge of a
Cossacks regiment, Boris had so far avoided doing any actual fighting. “All Boris cares about is
taking his pleasure wherever he can find it,” Mama sniffed. “Many a woman has shared Boris’s
life!”
Mama and Boris’s mother could not stand each other. They were exact opposites. His
mother, Grand Duchess Marie Pavlovna, ranked third in the Empire, after Mama and Grandmère
Marie, and she loved to entertain at great parties in her grand palace on the Neva. “That woman
is always looking for ways to raise the standing of her profligate sons,” Mama said bitterly. “But
she will not do it through any daughter of mine.”

Mama and Olga and Tatiana put in long days at the hospital, Marie and I spent mornings
with one or another of our tutors and afternoons with the soldiers in the lazaret—and Marie
longed for a glimpse of her Kolya. She had begun having conversations with him on the
telephone, forbidding me to come anywhere near while she murmured and giggled into the
receiver. “This is private, Nastya!”
The romance came to an end when Kolya received his orders to go to the front. Marie
decided to make him a shirt, and every evening for a couple of weeks, Marie concentrated on her
sewing. When she’d finished the shirt, she wrapped it with one of her handkerchiefs dabbed with
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a few drops of her lilac-scented perfume, to remember her by. She arranged to spend a few
minutes alone with him, and I suspect that they kissed and made promises to write. After their
last time together she looked so sad and puffy-eyed that I couldn’t even tease her that Lieutenant
Demenkov would go into battle smelling like a flower.
Every day Pyotr Petrov brought the latest war news that had come in on the telegraph,
and we moved the pins on the big map. When we got good news and the pins moved in the right
direction, we were buoyed and cheerful—we were winning the war! But the good news didn’t
last, and everything began to go wrong again. Workers went on strike, there were shortages of
food, revolutionaries stirred up trouble, and everyone seemed unhappy with everyone else.
We didn’t see much of our cousin Dmitri Pavlovich, which I thought was a shame,
because he was always so amusing, so charming—even Mama said so. She was quite fond of
him, but she complained about him, too. She thought he was spending too much time in
Petrograd, drinking and carousing with Irina’s husband, Felix Yussoupov, and she advised Papa
to order him back to his regiment.
Olga had a very low opinion of Felix. “He’s nothing but an idler,” she said. He had gotten
out of joining the military through a law that exempted only-sons, although he did enter the
Cadet Corps and even went through officers’ training and liked to parade around in a brown
uniform—but avoided joining a regiment. Olga visited Irina at their main palace on the Moika
River and noted that Felix had converted one wing into a hospital for wounded soldiers.
“Probably Mama shamed him into doing even that much,” Olga said.
In March we had a visit from Dmitri Malama, who had given Tatiana her adored Ortino.
Mama called him “my little Malama,” and later she told Lili Dehn, “What an adorable boy he is
still, even though he’s become a man. He would have made a perfect son-in-law. Why are
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foreign princes not as nice as he is?” It’s hard to say what Tatiana was thinking while he sat
beside her in the mauve boudoir with Ortino romping around, three sisters listening to every
word, and Mama observing every move.
Easter was a disappointment. We expected to have Papa with us, but he could not leave
Mogilev. He felt he had to spend all his time with his troops. The Fabergé egg that year was
terribly ugly, made of steel and mounted on four bullet-like legs. Papa called it a Military Egg.
Surely he didn’t have such an awful looking thing sent to Grandmère Marie. She’d have hated it.
In May Mama was finally persuaded to let Alexei join Papa at Stavka. Alexei was
overjoyed—not only to be back with Papa and the men, but to be promoted from private to
corporal and have a second stripe sewn on his sleeve. We missed Alexei, but we had another
little boy to fuss over: Titi von Dehn. Lili’s husband had been sent on a special mission to Japan,
and Mama volunteered to take responsibility for Titi while Lili traveled by train to visit the
captain in Yokohama. While she was gone, Olga and Tatiana decided that long hair was no
longer appropriate for an eight-year-old boy. They draped Titi in a sheet, sat him at their dressing
table in front of a mirror and sent for the court hairdresser. Titi hesitated, unconvinced that it was
a good idea.
When he began to cry, we bribed him with one of Alexei’s toy boats. We assured him
that he would look manly.
“Like Alexei Nikolaivich?”
That convinced him. Titi’s hair was cut, he sat grinning at his manly image in the mirror,
and Mama sent Lili Dehn a telegram, informing her of the big event.
* * * *
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Father Grigory was spending more and more time with Mama, and Mama insisted she

didn’t know what she’d do without his advice. “Your papa relies on me to keep things going as
smoothly here as possible,” she said. “He has so much to do as commander-in-chief of the
army—someone at home has to attend to the behavior of some of those awful men in the Duma.
They seem to try to do everything possible to thwart him at every turn. And just as Papa relies on
me, I rely on Father Grigory to suggest which ministers can be most helpful and which ministers
are a hindrance and must simply be sent on their way.”
We listened and nodded, not saying anything. But I discovered that Olga had serious
worries:
I hope the advice Fr G gives Mother is good, because she does just what he says. She
writes long, long letters to Father every day, so I have to believe he knows what is happening
and doesn’t disapprove.
Mother seems blind to everything going on around her and deaf to what so many are
saying. At the hospital many of the soldiers, even those to whom she has been kind, speak about
her disrespectfully. Even the doctors! She works so hard, and to hear them referred to her as
Nemka is painful. And they laugh behind her back, sometimes forgetting that I am there, or
maybe not even caring if I hear them, that she and Rasputin are doing the most disgusting things
together. I don’t mean just discussing the war and the Duma!
Tanya and I discuss trying to warn her about what people are saying, but my sister
believes it would do no good and will only anger her. Mother believes in Fr G without
reservation, and I feel helpless to do anything. I suggested speaking to Father when he comes
home next, but Tanya thinks he already knows what lies people are repeating and feels powerless
to stop the lies and to stop Mother’s reliance on Fr G.
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I read that passage and cried, forgetting that I might be discovered with Olga’s secret

diary in my hands. But maybe it didn’t matter if I was caught. Maybe my older sisters would
realize that I was no longer an infant and should be included in conversations about matters that
at fifteen I was certainly old enough to understand. Marie was a different story. She still believed
absolutely in the goodness of Father Grigory—starets, man of God, and worker of miracles.
I put Olga’s diary back where she hid it, and as I did so I wondered if she already knew I
was a regular reader. Maybe it was her way of letting me know what was going on without
actually talking about it. Or maybe I was just making excuses for prying into her private diary.

There was one bright spot in the midst of the gloomy war news. Aunt Olga finally
persuaded Papa to allow her to divorce Uncle Petya and to marry her Kolya—Nikolai
Kulikovsky, the cavalry officer she’s been in love with for years and years. In November they
were married in the Church of St. Nicholas in Kiev. Unlike her elaborate wedding to Uncle
Petya—I suppose he was no longer our uncle—this was a simple ceremony. Grandmère Marie,
who was now living in her palace in Kiev, Aunt Xenia, Uncle Sandro, and the officers of Aunt
Olga’s Akhtyrsky Regiment, as well as nurses from the hospital she had founded were the only
guests. Aunt Olga sent us a photograph taken afterward. She wore a plain white wool dress with
a little white embroidery, a wreath of flowers on her head, and a plain, short veil. Kolya, of
course, was dressed in his dark blue uniform.
I so wished we had been allowed to go to that wedding, but Mama wouldn’t hear of it.
“Had she chosen to marry in Petrograd—better yet, here in Tsarskoe Selo—it might be a
different story,” she’d said, but I wondered if that was true. I could tell by the tight line of her
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lips that she didn’t approve of the marriage. “Olga Alexandrovna has not been the least bit
discreet about her affair with Kulikovsky. They’ve been carrying on quite openly for years.”
After the war, I hoped, Mama would get over her disapproval, and we’d meet Uncle
Kolya. Maybe Aunt Olga would be invited bring her new husband to Alexander Palace, or to
Livadia, or on the next cruise of the Standart. I was sure we’d love him, if Aunt Olga did.

We saw so few people that we were all pleased when Mama’s sister Ella came to
Tsarskoe Selo from her convent in Moscow to spend several days with us. Mama arranged to
take time away from her hospital duties—Olga and Tatiana, too—and ordered Chef Kharnikov to
prepare a special luncheon. Mama just picked at her food, as she always did, but I ate my share
and hers as well. Naturally, the talk throughout the meal was mostly about the war, the shortages
in Moscow, the dark mood of the people, the anti-German sentiments that were often aimed at
Aunt Ella.
Coffee had just been served, a special treat for Aunt Ella who for some reason preferred it
to tea, when she suddenly brought up the subject of Father Grigory, blurting out, “I beg you,
Alix, to consider not just your own devotion to Grigory Efimovich, to you a holy man, a man of
God—“
“There is nothing to consider,” Mama interrupted. “He is all that you have said I believe
he is. I have no doubt of his miraculous ability to heal. You know what he has done for Baby—
he’s well enough to stay with Nicky at Mogilev—and for Anya Vyrabova as well.”
Aunt Ella leaned forward, attempting to say something, but Mama held up her hand and
continued. “In addition, he offers me excellent advice whenever I ask for it. As you know, while
Nicky is at the front, I have tried to help him by taking over some of his responsibilities here at
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home, replacing ineffectual ministers with those Father Grigory agrees with me are more
appropriate. Since Nicky cannot be two places at once, this is a great help to him and to Russia.”
“Of course he cannot be two places at once, but Nicholas Alexandrovich should be in
Petrograd, leading the entire country, not at the front with the army. He’s not a military man,
Alix. He’s a tsar. I wonder if he’s forgotten that.”
Mama, who had greeted Aunt Olga so warmly when she stepped out of the carriage that
morning, now turned cold as ice. I glanced uneasily at my sisters: Olga and Tatiana sat stiffly,
their faces masks of calm, but Marie had tears rolling down her cheeks. She was always the one
to show her feelings.
“You spout absurdities! Nicky knows exactly where his duties lie, and I support him in
that. And Father Grigory supports me.” She said this in a tone that we, her daughters, understood
that meant, This conversation is over.
“And that is what is particularly alarming,” Aunt Ella continued, ignoring Mama’s tone
of finality. “Rasputin is thoroughly despised by almost everyone. He is not seen as a man of God
but as a ruffian who consorts with prostitutes, drinks and carouses. You’ve no doubt heard the
rumors that his relationship with you is physical.” Aunt Ella glanced at us, but she didn’t stop.
“He is suspected of being a German spy. You and I know that none of this has even a grain of
truth in it, but I don’t believe you realize, Alix, how your association with this man is damaging
the reputation of the tsar almost beyond repair. Rasputin is taking the Romanov dynasty to ruin,
and you are doing nothing to stop it.”
“Enough!” Mama cried, slamming her fists on the table so hard that the silverware
rattled—and I jumped. “Not one more word, Ella! Everything you have said about Father
Grigory is slander and completely baseless. You and I have no more to say on this subject.”
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“I will not be silenced,” said Aunt Ella calmly. “You must hear the truth, and I believe

there is no one better suited than I, your own sister, to speak it.”
“It is not the truth, not a word of it, and since you will not respect my wishes to speak no
more on this subject, I must ask you to leave.”
Aunt Ella slumped in her chair. “Perhaps it would have been better if I hadn’t come,” she
said sadly.
“Yes,” Mama replied. She called a servant, instructed him to summon a carriage to take
Aunt Ella to the train, and stalked out of the dining room.
We four sisters stared miserably at our aunt and at Mama’s empty place at the table. No
one dared say a word. Marie was sobbing quietly. When Aunt Ella reached out to take her hand,
Marie shrank away. Aunt Ella sighed, rose from her chair and walked slowly around the table,
laying a hand on each of our heads and whispering a blessing. Then she left without another
word. Marie was sobbing loudly, Olga buried her head in her hands, and Tatiana pulled out a
cigarette and lit it, a habit she had recently acquired. I waited for somebody to say something, but
no one did. Eventually we left the table, and my older sisters went to change into their uniforms
and return to the hospital.
“Mashka, are you coming to the lazaret?” I asked.
She shook her head. “Maybe later,” she said miserably. “It’s all too sad.”
It was snowing hard when I left Alexander Palace for the Feodorovsky Gorodok lazaret.
We did not speak again of Aunt Ella’s visit.
* * * *
Just before Papa and Alexei were due to arrive home for Christmas, something terrible
happened that shattered Mama’s world. Father Grigory disappeared.
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Anya came late one evening with a strange story. She had gone to Father Grigory’s

apartment in Petrograd to deliver a gift to him from Mama. He’d mentioned that he’d been
invited to the Yussoupovs’ main palace in Petrograd to meet Princess Irina, and Felix was
sending a car for him at midnight. Mama knew that Grigory often spent time with Felix, but
Anya’s story puzzled her.
“None of this makes sense,” Mama said. “Midnight seems an odd time to visit anyone.
And Irina isn’t in Petrograd! Xenia told me that she’s gone to Crimea.”
The next morning while we were having breakfast in her boudoir, Mama left to receive a
telephone call. When she returned a little later, her already pale features had turned deadly white,
and she looked as though she was going to collapse. Tatiana leaped up to help her to her daybed.
“That was the Minister of the Interior,” she said, gasping. “He called to report that
gunshots were heard last night at the Yussoupov palace, and one of Felix’s friends, quite drunk,
bragged to a policeman that he’d killed Rasputin.”
Too shocked to know what to say, we gathered close to her.
“Perhaps it’s a mistake,” she said. “I ordered the minister to investigate. And now I must
send a telegram to your father and beg him to come home immediately.”
Olga went to fetch Anya. “He’s dead!” Anya wailed when she’d heard the news.
“Murdered! I’m sure of it.”
We sat with Mama and Anya throughout the day, weeping and praying that a miracle
would happen and we would have word from Father Grigory, but none came. Rumors flew. Not
only was Felix Yussoupov involved—he was even heard boasting about it, saying that he had
done it for the good Russia—but so, too, was Dmitri Pavlovich. Our cousin Dmitri, who’d spent
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so much time with us, who’d danced the Boston with me—a murderer! Papa had even thought of
him as a possible husband for Olga. Impossible! I could not believe it.
The Minister of the Interior reported to Mama that Dmitri’s father, Grand Duke Pavel,
had asked him to swear on a holy icon and a picture of his dead mother that he had not murdered
Rasputin. He had sworn it, but Mama did not believe him—she’d warned Papa that Dmitri was
on the wrong path. She ordered him and Felix to be held under house arrest.
Father Grigory’s body was found under the ice of the Neva River. He had been dead for
three days. The authorities claimed he had been poisoned and then shot, tied up and shoved
through a hole in the ice. Somehow, they said, he’d survived all that and died by drowning.
Papa and Alexei arrived home to a desolate, grieving household where no one wished to
eat, and sleep brought the only relief from sadness. Papa ordered Dmitri to leave Petrograd
immediately and to join the Russian troops fighting in Persia, not even allowing him a chance to
say goodbye to his father and receive his blessing. Felix and Irina were sent away in disgrace to
one of the fifty-seven Yussoupov palaces, I’m not sure which.
On a bright winter morning, dressed in black mourning clothes, we were driven in
automobiles to the unfinished chapel that Anya was having built in an imperial park at some
distance from Tsarskoe Selo. A grave had been dug in a corner of the park, an open wound in the
sparkling white snow. The starets’s body in a plain wooden coffin arrived in a police motor van.
Anya was there, and Lili Dehn joined the seven of us—not because she loved him, but because
she truly loved Mama. Before the coffin was sealed, Mama placed on the dead man’s breast an
icon that we had all signed and a letter she’d written to Father Grigory. I don’t know what she’d
written in that letter. She’d brought some white flowers and gave some to each of us to scatter on
the coffin after it had been lowered into the grave.
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And that was the end of Grigory Efimovich Rasputin, our Father Grigory.
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Chapter 15. After the Murder – Winter 1917

The murder of Rasputin shook us all, but Mama most deeply. Not only did she no longer
have the advisor she’d come to depend on while Papa was away at the front, but she did not have
the comfort of knowing that Father Grigory could do for Alexei what none of his doctors seemed
able to do.
Papa didn’t return to the front in January but spent long days shut up in his study, poring
over his maps, planning the army’s next moves. Our “Ethiopian,” the American Negro Jim
Hercules, stood guard at his door, hour after hour. Jim knew us well, but he would not let us in to
see Papa, even for a minute. It had never been that way in the past. “Strict orders from His
Imperial Majesty,” Jim told us stiffly. Then he grinned. “Papa says no.”
When he did leave his study, he looked tired. He was always thin, but he seemed to have
lost even more weight. He smoked constantly. This was not the Papa I knew. Both of my parents
were different people.
During this time Papa had visits from his various Romanov relatives. I could see in their
faces that there were disagreements of some kind. Uncle Sandro, Irina’s father, came from his
home in Kiev. We all had lunch together—Uncle Sandro, Papa and the five of us, but not Mama,
who stayed in her boudoir. All of us, even Alexei, made the greatest effort to be cheerful. He
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must have felt terrible that Felix, his son-in-law, had done such an awful, horrible, unforgivable
thing to Father Grigory. But that was not even mentioned. Instead, he talked about the railways
and how they were not able to transport goods.
“The problem has reached a crisis point,” he said, leaving his food barely touched. “It’s
necessary to discuss this, Nicky. We’re on the verge of a catastrophe, there is no more coal being
shipped, food shortages are growing, we are living from day to day, everything is in complete
disarray—“
Papa smiled, a thin, unhappy smile, and held up his hand. “Not now, Sandro,” he said.
“This is neither the time nor the place for such a discussion. My son and certainly my daughters
have no need to be involved in such unpleasant conversations. You’ve told me that you want to
talk to Alix about some of the problems facing our beloved country, and she has agreed to do
that. But for now, out of consideration for my children, I suggest that we enjoy our coffee and
put aside such matters until a later time.”
I glanced at my sisters. Olga was frowning, that thin frown line had appeared between her
eyebrows, Tatiana’s face was a perfectly expressionless mask, Marie reached for another sweet.
Alexei leaped into the conversation. “Uncle Sandro, you should come to Stavka with Papa and
me. We’re going back next week, aren’t we Papa? And it’s so much fun, being with all the
soldiers!”
It was hard to believe, but Uncle Sandro didn’t obey Papa to stop talking about
“unpleasant matters,” and he barely acknowledged what Alexei had just said. “It’s not just a few
extremist revolutionaries and troublemakers who are dissatisfied, Nicky. You must listen to the
ministers, the members of the Duma, the Russian people!”
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Papa had risen to his feet. “That’s quite enough, Sandro. I believe the empress is ready to

receive us.” He forced a smile. “Excuse us, please, my darlings,” he said and steered our uncle
out of the dining room.
Alexei was incensed. “He’s rude!” he grumbled.
“Perhaps he’s also right,” Olga said softly—so softly I may have been the only one to
hear.
What a terrible day! Uncle Sandro came and had lunch with us and then went to meet
with Mother. Father was with them. I stood outside the door to her boudoir and tried to overhear
their conversation, but their voices were too quiet—until my uncle began to argue, his voice
growing louder until he was almost shouting. “You must stop interfering, Alix! I say this as your
friend of many years, but you refuse to listen. You are doing great harm to your husband and to
Russia. Everyone opposes what you are doing. You must stop at once and allow Nicky to share
his powers with the Duma.”
I couldn’t hear Mother’s reply, but I could guess what she was saying, because I have
heard her say it many times: “The tsar is the autocrat, the absolute ruler by divine right. All
power is vested in him, as it should be, and he answers to no one but God. Certainly not to the
Duma!”
Tanya happened to come along and demanded to know why I was eavesdropping. I
hushed her and told her to listen. Sandro was roaring, “I have been silent for thirty months,
while you and Rasputin took over the government. You and Nicky may be willing to die, to let the
monarchy die, but what about your family? You are dragging all of us down with you.”
Tanya and I started to cry, and neither of us waited to hear any more. Uncle Sandro’s
visit was a lot like Aunt Ella’s visit—very upsetting but accomplishing nothing.
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Shaking, I sat on my bed, and my dog, Jimmy, jumped up beside me. I stroked his silky

ears and tried to think. What was happening to us, to our family? To Russia?
And what was going to happen next?
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PART III.
REVOLUTION 1917
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Chapter 16. Abdication – March 1917

Maybe Uncle Sandro was right. Certain foods had become scarce. Butter Week almost
didn’t happen, not the way it once did. Kharitonov managed to get enough butter and cheese for
our blini, but when Count Benckendorff brought the day’s menus to Mama, he told her that it
was a good thing the Great Fast was now beginning.
“The chefs will do their best, your majesty, but for the next forty days we shall all be
eating very simply, even sparingly.”
Since our parents ate simply and sparingly anyway, this news didn’t seem to bother them
as much as it did me.
“By Pascha things will certainly be better,” Papa said, trying to cheer me up. “We’ll
celebrate Easter with a grand feast.”
Harder to endure than our dreary diet was Papa’s decision late in February to go back to
Mogilev—without Alexei. It was bitterly cold day when we bundled in furs and gathered to
watch him drive off. The guards saluted smartly, frost glistening on their mustaches, and church
bells rang out as they always did to mark the tsar’s departure. Their clamor sounded mournful,
and Alexei was weeping with disappointment.
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Within hours after Papa had gone, Olga and Alexei began complaining of headaches.

When Dr. Botkin made his daily visit to check on Mama, he took their temperatures, peered into
their throats, and announced his diagnosis: measles. Mama remembered that a week earlier some
boys from the military school had come to play with Alexei, and one of the cadets was coughing
and looked flushed.
“I should have sent him away,” Mama said. “He was coming down with measles, and
Alexei caught it. Now, Olga too, is ill. It’s only a matter of time until the rest have it.”
Tatiana and Anya were the next victims. Marie and I did what we could to help, bringing
tea for Mama to give to the patients, fetching hot water bottles one minute and ice bags the next.
We weren’t allowed in the sickrooms, which were kept dark because light hurt their eyes.
Mama called Lili Dehn and asked her to take the train out from Petrograd to spend the
day. Whenever Lili came for a visit, she brought delightful pastries for our afternoon tea from a
shop near her mansion, but this time there were no pastries—only disturbing news.
“People have broken into the bakeries, shouting that there is no bread and grabbing
whatever they could get their hands on,” she told us as she removed her fur cloak and boots.
“The Cossacks arrived to drive them off, but only after they’d done a lot of damage. And the
Cossacks weren’t using their whips—the Duma had ordered them not to interfere. Now the
strikes are spreading, and nobody is doing anything to stop them.”
Mama shrugged it off. “They’re just a lot of hooligans trying to make trouble, Lili.”
Lili frowned as servants poured the tea. “You’re awfully isolated here,” she said when
they’d gone. “I don’t think you understand how bad it is in the city. It’s been so cold and the
snow is so deep that the trains haven’t been able to bring coal and flour into Petrograd. Some say
it’s the troublemakers and not just the snow that halted the trains. People are hungry, and they’re
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angry. They’ve taken to the streets and brought the city to a standstill. I had trouble getting to the
train station.”
“Nicky knows about it. He’s ordered troops from the garrison here in Tsarskoe Selo to
settle things. We have nothing to worry about.”
She sounded completely confident. Maybe Uncle Sandro was wrong. Papa would solve
the problem. I would stop worrying.
But as the day went on, the news kept getting worse: The soldiers garrisoned at Tsarskoe
Selo had defected. Many other units were going over to the revolutionaries, and the railway
workers would not let any new troops arrive.
Maybe Uncle Sandro wasn’t wrong after all. I started worrying again. Lili did, too. Her
son, Titi, was at home in Petrograd with his governess. “I’m sure they’ll be fine,” she said, and I
thought of the little boy tearfully enduring his first haircut. Lili was like Mama, trying to put the
best light on the situation, but I could see the anxiety in her eyes.
Lili decided not to try to get back to Petrograd that day but to stay the night with us. To
keep us both occupied, she and I worked on a jigsaw puzzle, the pieces spread out around us on
the carpet. Mama was talking privately to Count Benckendorff, the man with the monocle. I was
working on a part of the sky in the puzzle; most of the puzzle seemed to be either sky or ocean,
some shade of blue or gray. When Mama finished her conversation, she dropped into a chair
nearby and watched us. She looked exhausted. Not only was she was caring for three sick
children, but also for Anya, and Anya seemed to require more of Mama’s attention than any of
the others did.
“How are you feeling, Nastya?” Mama asked, and I assured her that I felt fine. “No
headache or sore throat or fever?” I repeated that I was fine.
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“I want you to get plenty of rest,” she said. “Be a good girly and go to bed now, please.”
I started to protest. I wanted to stay and listen to the conversation, but Lili shook her head

and gave me a look, and I dragged myself away. I believed that Mama was going to tell Lili
something—something probably important—that she didn’t want me to hear.
I went looking for Shura. My governess spent a lot of time with Monsieur Gilliard—I
was certain they were in love with each other—and our tutor would no doubt have learned
something. He always did. When I found Shura warming my nightgown by the stove, her eyes
were puffy from crying. She helped me undress and put on the cozy nightgown. I sat down at my
dressing table, and as she began to brush my hair in long, slow strokes, I begged her to tell me
what she knew.
“I can tell you this much: your papa ordered a train to take all of you away, but your
mama wouldn’t even consider leaving, because so many of you are sick.” Shura paused,
hairbrush in midair. “She says she will wait for your papa to come home. She’s sure he’ll be here
soon.”
“It’s serious, isn’t it, Shura?” I asked her reflection in the mirror.
“Yes, dear child, it’s serious.”
I spun around and faced her. “But why do so many people hate us?”
She stepped behind me and continued brushing. “It’s true, many people are angry. But
many others are devoted to the emperor and the empress, and they—we—will remain loyal, no
matter what.” Suddenly the brush fell from her hand. “I beg your pardon, Anastasia
Nicholaevich,” she sobbed and rushed out of the room.
I picked up the brush and considered what to do. Marie’s bed, opposite mine, was still
empty. Where was she?
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I’d have given a lot to talk to Olga, but Mama had given instructions that I must not go

into her room. I’d had no chance to read her secret notebook since she’d fallen sick. Probably, I
thought, she’d been feeling too bad to write in it. It was possible that she didn’t even know what
was going on—about the angry crowds in Petrograd, about Papa wanting us to leave on a train
and Mama refusing. But maybe I was wrong, and she’d managed to scribble a few lines.
Disobeying Mama’s orders, I pulled a robe over my nightgown and crept from my room
to Olga and Tatiana’s room and quietly opened the door. A small lamp with a scarf thrown over
the shade glowed in the corner. I stepped closer to Olga’s bed.
“Olya?” I whispered. “Olya, are you awake?”
No answer, and no sound from Tatiana, either, except their ragged breathing.
When my eyes had adjusted to the dim light, I could make out the row of books on the
shelf next to Olga’s bed. I counted four from the left, its usual position on the shelf, and slid out
the notebook with the leather cover that disguised it as a book of devotions. Concealing it
beneath my robe, I hurried back to my own bedroom. In the minute or two I’d been gone, Marie
had come into our room. She sat at her desk, writing a letter—probably to her Kolya, who was
now at the front.
“Where have you been, Nastya?”
“Oh, just walking around.” It sounded so stupid, even to me, she would have been foolish
to believe it, but she nodded and went back to her letter.
I stuffed the notebook under my pillow. I was pretty sure Marie hadn’t noticed, but now
I’d have to wait until she was asleep or had gone to the toilet before I could read Olga’s most
recent secret entries—if there were any.
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Fortunately, I didn’t have to wait long. Unfortunately, though, I had taken the wrong

book—it actually was a book of devotions. If I’d been sensible, I would have spent the rest of the
evening reading the prayers. Instead, I lay in bed, feeling completely frustrated and trying to
think what Olga had done with her secret diary. And had she hidden it in a different place
because she suspected—or knew for certain—that I’d been reading it?

Papa was on his way home!
The telegram had arrived late the previous evening, after I’d been sent to bed. But now—
it was the next morning—Mama had been trying to reach him and could not. The telegrams she
had been sending to Papa, one after another, were all returned, undeliverable. “There’s no way
for him to communicate with us from the train,” Mama said fretfully. “If only I had some way to
find out where he is!”
The hours ticked by. Count Benckendorff informed us that the railway lines around
Petrograd had been seized by the revolutionaries. Servants passed along whispered rumors that a
horde of drunken soldiers was coming to seize “the German woman” and “the heir.” In every
fresh rumor the size of the mob seemed to grow bigger. Was it just a few dozen drunken soldiers
or a mob of hundreds or even thousands? No one knew for sure.
I was really frightened, but Mama seemed to be perfectly calm. “We must not be afraid,”
she told everyone. “We are in God’s hands, and when the Emperor arrives, he will know exactly
what to do and all will be well.”
Count Benckendorff announced that he had arranged for fifteen hundred men from the
marine guard to defend the Alexander Palace. Hour after hour we waited nervously for the
revolutionary mob to attack, but when the sun set at around four o’clock that afternoon nothing
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had happened. The bitter cold grew even colder. The marine guards built fires to keep warm, and
a kitchen was set up to feed them hot food. This homely scene was reassuring—these men had
been our guards when we were on the Standart.
Marie and I stood watching from the window. She glanced at me. “Are you getting sick?”
she asked.
“Of course not,” I lied. In fact I had a little a headache, a scratchy-feeling throat, maybe a
slight fever. “I’m perfectly fine. What about you?”
“Oh, I’m fine, too,” Marie said. I wondered if she was also lying.
Then Mama came and asked Marie to go out with her to speak with the guards. “To
encourage them,” Mama explained. “To thank them for their loyalty.”
Marie went to get a coat and warm boots. “I’ll stay here,” I said.
My head was starting to throb. I wanted to curl up in my bed under a warm blanket, but I
had to stay at the window and watch as Mama and Marie, swathed in thick fur, woolen scarves,
and gloves, went out into the palace courtyard. Count Benckendorff was with them. Some of the
soldiers were kneeling in the snow with their rifles raised, and more soldiers stood behind them,
also ready to fire. Mama and Marie walked up and down between the rows of soldiers, Mama
stopping often to talk to them.
When my mother and my sister came back inside, stamping their feet and blowing on
their numb fingers, Mama looked almost happy. “They’re our friends!” she exulted. “I’ve told
the officers to bring the men into the palace to warm themselves with hot tea.”
That night I slept only fitfully. I kept hearing gunshots, and when I dragged myself out of
bed the next morning I discovered that a huge gun had been set up in the courtyard—what a
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surprise that would be for Papa! Mama assured us that he would certainly arrive that morning.
Everything would be better once he was here, I told myself.
But still he didn’t come, and everything was getting steadily worse. The soldiers who had
been protecting us began deserting, going over to the other side. Suddenly we had neither
electricity nor water. Without electricity, the elevator didn’t operate, and Mama, whose rooms
were on the first floor, had to be half-carried up the stairs to our bedrooms on the second floor
where Olga and Tatiana and Alexei lay ill. We lit candles in our rooms, but the halls were dark
as night. Servants broke the ice on the pond and melted it for cooking and drinking.
I willed myself not to get sick, but I knew that I was. Marie looked feverish, too.
Now a very bad thing happened, and we learned about it this way:
Some of our servants, who had gone into Petrograd before the trains were stopped, had
made their way back to Tsarskoe Selo. Some borrowed horses, while others walked, arriving
cold and exhausted with blisters on their feet. They came to Mama’s rooms where she sat talking
quietly with Lili and showed her the leaflets they said were being distributed all over Petrograd.
“I do not believe it!” Mama cried and tore a leaflet into pieces. “I will not believe it! It’s
nothing but a vicious rumor.”
Marie picked up a leaflet and read it. Weeping, she handed it to me.
The leaflet announced that Tsar Nikolas Alexandrovich had abdicated, Grand Duke
Mikhail Alexandrovich had renounced his claim to the throne, and a Provisional Government
had been established.
My mind was fuzzy. I couldn’t think properly. Abdicated? What did it mean? What had
Uncle Misha to do with it? What was a Provisional Government? Papa was the government—he
was the tsar!
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Except that now, if what was in the leaflets was true, he wasn’t any more. How could that

be?
Lili Dehn, in a voice thick with tears, tried to explain it. “If it’s true, it means that your
father has given up his throne, relinquished his power. He is no longer the emperor.”
“But what about Alexei? Isn’t he the tsarevich? Isn’t he suppose to be the next tsar, after
Papa?”
“Yes, we all hoped and prayed that he would be. I don’t know exactly what happened,
but perhaps your papa understood that Alexei is too young to be tsar, and he is often ill, and
perhaps your papa then decided that it would be better to pass the crown to his younger brother,
who is next in line after Alexei. Then, for whatever reason—perhaps he was forced to do so—
Mikhail Alexandrovich has also given up his claim. And now some sort of government is taking
over.”
“But maybe it isn’t even true!” I insisted. “You’ve only read a leaflet, a meaningless
piece of paper! That didn’t make it true, does it?”
Lili shook her head, dabbing at her eyes. “I wish you were right,” she said.
Oh, if only Papa would come!
That evening Uncle Pavel, the father of my cousin Dmitri who had killed Father Grigory,
came to see Mama. Lili and I were in the next room, keeping our hands busy with knitting. By
then I was feeling too poorly to keep my mind on it, and I kept dropping stitches. In the next
room voices rose and fell, but I could not make out what was being said. Then the door opened,
and Mama came in. She looked terrible—I cannot even describe the look of agony on her face.
Lili jumped up and ran to catch Mama in her arms before Mama could collapse.
“Abdicated!” she cried. “It’s true! He has abdicated!”
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I knew now what the word meant: Papa was no longer the Tsar of All the Russias.
“Nicky telephoned,” Mama said brokenly. “Just now. We spoke a little.”
Lili helped Mama to a chair and knelt beside her, stroking her hand. Mama seemed to

make a great effort to pull herself together. “It’s God’s will,” she said in a weak and trembling
voice. “God brings this to us in order to save Russia, and that’s all that matters.” She swallowed
hard. “And my poor darling Nicky! He’s back at Mogilev. The train was stopped at Pskov, and
that’s where he...where he signed the papers. And I’m not there with him, to help him, to console
him.” Her voice faded to nothing.
She made a little gesture, waving us away. Her hands were trembling. “I need to be alone
for a little,” she said. How pale she looked! Her lips were white as chalk. Then she added, “And
Lili...Nastya...say nothing to the other children just now, will you? They’re so sick, they
shouldn’t be disturbed.”
Lili nodded, I did too, and we quietly left the room. Before the door closed, I heard my
mother’s wrenching sobs.
My head was pounding, and I felt weak with fever. I could scarcely think, but it was
slowly beginning to sink in—if Papa was no longer Tsar, then Mama was not the Tsaritsa, and
Alexei was not the tsarevich. My sisters and I were not grand duchesses, but simply girls like any
others. Overnight we had become an ordinary family.
“What’s going to happen now, Lili?” I asked.
“I don’t know,” she whispered. “I simply don’t know.”
And then we, too, clutching each other’s hands, began to cry.
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Chapter 17. A “Normal Routine” - Spring 1917

We were prisoners, but we didn’t know it yet, because now all of us were sick. I, too,
now had measles, like my brother and three sisters and Anya. Marie, in addition to measles, had
also developed pneumonia. Tatiana and I both had painful ear infections, and Tatiana seemed
quite deaf. Everything was being kept from us until Mama decided that we were well enough to
be told.
A man in uniform with rows of medals parading across his chest arrived at the palace and
introduced himself as General Kornilov, commander of the military in Petrograd. The general
spoke politely to Mama. He was there, he said, to inform her that she was under house arrest.
Papa had already been arrested at Mogilev.
“The former tsar will arrive tomorrow,” Kornilov said. “He, of course, will also be under
house arrest. I shall see to it that everything is done to keep you as safe and comfortable as
possible.” A British cruiser was already on its way to Murmansk, he said, to take our entire
family to England, as soon as we—“the children”—had recovered from the measles and were
well enough to travel.
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There was more from the general: Mama’s ladies-in-waiting and Papa’s gentlemen were

permitted to stay—and also be under house arrest—or they could leave, but if they chose to go,
they could not return.
Most of the members of Papa’s and Mama’s suite quickly left. Many of the servants fled,
too. Anya stayed, of course, as well as Baroness Buxhoeveden, Count Benckendorff and his
wife, and Monsieur Gilliard. Dr. Botkin sent Gleb and Tatiana to live with the grandmother of
close friends and promised to remain with us. So did Lili Dehn.
“But what about Titi?” Mama asked.
“He’s with Anna, my maid,” Lili said. “She’ll do anything for him. And I have asked my
father to come from Crimea to look after them until I return.”
It was very late when the general and his aides had gone. All the doors to the Alexander
Palace were locked, except for the main entrance and another entrance near the kitchen. Guards
stood at both doors. We had been told that we had to stay inside and would not be allowed to go
out.
When a motorcar arrived from the train station early the next morning, no church bells
rang to greet the tsar. Mama met Papa alone—we were too sick to go down—and a little while
later he came to our rooms to see us. When he leaned down and kissed me, his mustache bristling
against my check, I threw my arms around his neck and hugged him with all my strength. My
dearest papa was home at last.

The soldiers who’d been assigned to guard us were scandalous! They weren’t like the
soldiers Marie was so fond of—not at all like her Kolya, who had not been heard from in months
and we feared was dead. These men were dirty, they didn’t bother to shave or comb their hair,
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their boots were filthy, they went about with their jackets unbuttoned. Worse, they roamed
through the palace, peering into our rooms and touching our things without permission or any
sense of decency. We were slowly recovering from our illnesses, but when Dr. Botkin came to
examine us, to listen to our hearts and look into our throats and our ears, the soldiers walked
right into our bedrooms to watch! Dr. Botkin shooed them out, but they’d stand in the doorway,
gawking at us and making rude comments.
The soldiers were not the only ones to behave disgracefully. Since Alexei had been a tiny
boy, he had depended on two loyal sailor attendants, Nagorny and Derevenko, whose assignment
was to keep him as safe as possible. Those sailors, who were once part of the crew of the
Standart, had done everything for my brother, patiently distracting him, amusing him—anything
to keep him from hurting himself. Now, suddenly, one of the sailors, Derevenko, turned against
him. Anya told us she had seen Derevenko slouching in a chair and shouting orders at Alexei,
“Bring me this! Do that! Be quick about it! Who do you think you are?”
Alexei must have thought it was some sort of stupid game, and he hustled around, trying
to do what he’d been told. When Papa confronted Derevenko, the disgruntled sailor stormed out.
Nagorny, bless him, was furious at Derevenko’s boorish behavior, and gave his word that he
would remain. But none of us could understand it. Had Derevenko been seething with resentment
all this time, and no one knew it? How many others were there like him?

Mama and Papa must have decided that maintaining a normal routine was the best way to
cope with our new situation. We rose at the same hour, made our own beds as we always had, ate
breakfast at the same time, dressed in the outfits Mama had chosen for us—and then “the
children”—the three younger ones; Olga and Tatiana were exempt—went off to the schoolroom
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to be tutored. The adults divided up the teaching chores: Papa taught history and geography—we
had Petrov’s maps—and Mama taught religion. Monsieur Gilliard was still trying to pound
French into our heads. Baroness Buxhoeveden instructed us in English and piano, Mademoiselle
Schneider—dear Trina, who had long abandoned her efforts to teach us German—was put in
charge of mathematics, trying to convince us of the joy of algebra, geometry, and trigonometry.
Countess Hendrikova volunteered to give art lessons. Even Dr. Botkin was recruited as a tutor in
Russian.
The one person missing from our prison school was Mr. Gibbes.
“Where is Sidney Ivanovich?” Alexei asked.
“He was in Petrograd when the new government took over,” Papa explained. “I’m told
that he came back to Tsarskoe Selo, but he wasn’t allowed to enter Alexander Palace, or to see us
or talk to us.”
“Why?”
“I have no idea. Maybe they think he would help us escape.”
This amused my brother. None of us could imagine the Englishman doing anything of the
sort. “The men who are making us prisoners must be very stupid.”
“Possibly,” Papa agreed with a little smile.
I enjoyed the art lessons and could have done without the rest of the instruction, except
from Papa, who was always very kind and gentle and made me want to please him, and
sometimes Mama, who was stern and kept us focused on our lessons.
Olga was glad not to be a student. She wanted only to be left alone to read. I suspected
that she had resumed writing in her secret notebook, but I had a difficult time finding how she
was disguising it. I had to make several quick visits to her room when she wasn’t there to search,
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always risking being found out, until I finally discovered it. She had begun a new notebook,
which she now concealed under the cover of a book of mathematics.
She had good reason for concealing it. What I read there shocked me.
Have my parents lost their minds? The situation is ridiculous. Father is no longer the
Tsar, he is “Citizen Romanov,” and he seems not to mind too much, although Mother minds a
great deal and looks angry most of the time. He sits and smokes and says that when the weather
is warmer we will have a garden. Mother seems to think we are all still “children.”
When she talks about us, it is always “the children.” I am twenty-one, an adult by
anyone’s definition. In a few months Tanya will be twenty, and Mashka will be eighteen. Our
mother was only a year older than I am when she and Father married, but she still chooses what
we are to wear each day while world falls apart around us. Tanya sometimes weeps for Dimka—
“our little Malama” as Mother calls him, as though he, too, were nothing but a child. We have
not heard from him for months and Tanya fears he is dead. Mashka mopes and writes letters to
her Kolya, also not heard from in much too long.
Nastya is going on sixteen and smokes—she thinks no one knows, but I’ve seen her with a
cigarette. I was sixteen when I fell in love with Pavel, and I wonder when our Nastya will have a
chance to fall in love. I pity any man she marries—she’ll make joke after joke and tease him until
he begs for mercy.
So—Olga believed I would drive any man crazy, forcing the poor fellow to beg for
mercy! After reading that, I shot many fierce glances at my eldest sister, but I could scarcely
confront her without revealing that I’d been invading her privacy. I had to swallow my anger, at
least for the present. As for smoking: it was true, I’d tried it a few times, but it made me cough.
Papa smoked steadily, and Mama said that smoking calmed her. Probably my sisters did, too.
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* * * *
Once upon a time, before the war, we’d traveled to Livadia for Easter, but there would be

no Livadia again this year. I thought we’d attend services at Fyodorovsky Cathedral in Tsarskoe
Selo, where we always worshiped on the important holy days, but now that, too, was forbidden.
Instead, Mama had us gather the holy icons in our rooms and bring them to the private chapel
that used to be Mama’s sitting room for twice-daily services during Passion Week. Old Father
Vassiliev, who always blessed our mid-day meals in his loud, cracking voice, had fallen ill and
was being replaced by another priest from the cathedral. Outside the palace, soldiers paraded up
and down, and a band was playing the “Marseillaise,” while inside our chapel four soloists from
the imperial choir sang beautiful hymns. Mama prayed, tears running down her cheeks. Papa
prayed, his thin face like the face of a martyred saint in an old icon.
Our meals that week were simple, as they had been during the Great Fast: shredded
cabbage with pickles and potatoes for lunch, mushroom soup and fruit for dinner.
Before the main Easter Eve service beginning at midnight Saturday, the priest heard our
confessions. I was supposed to contemplate my sins while I waited my turn. Should I confess
that I made a habit of reading my sister Olga’s secret notebook, not just once but as often as I
could? Was that really a sin? Olga would probably say that it was, but what about God? Would
He think it was a sin, and if so, why? The priest would probably agree with Olga. I decided not
to mention it.
Instead, when I knelt beside the screen that had been set up to conceal him, I rattled off a
list of minor sins—speaking unkindly to Mashka or to Shura, complaining to my tutors, sneaking
a forbidden sweet during the Great Fast. But suddenly, without planning it, I burst out, “My
gravest sin is hatred. I hate Uncle Willy for starting this ugly war! I hate the Germans who kill
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our Russian soldiers! More than anything, I hate the revolutionaries who forced Papa to
abdicate!”
I had become quite passionate, I was talking loudly instead of murmuring quietly as was
expected, and the poor priest hustled out from behind his screen to calm me. He gave me my
penance, instructing me to pray for those I hated and to pray for God to enter my heart and
cleanse it of all anger.
Not much chance of that, I thought.
The Easter Eve service seemed to go on forever, although it was probably just a couple of
hours, and we stood through it all behind a glass screen. I wondered how Mama was able to do
that, when she usually spent so much of her day on her daybed or in her wheelchair, but I
supposed that her fervent love of God gave her the strength to stand for such a long time.
At the end of the service, we returned to the library. Papa had been wrong—things were
not better, and food shortages were still serious. In spite of that Kharitonov and the kitchen staff
had managed to lay out the traditional Easter feast: paskha of molded cheese and loaves of sweet
kulich. In addition to the servants who still remained with us, and our tutors and maids, Papa
invited the officers of the men who were guarding us, not to protect us but to keep us from
escaping.
“They are Russians and they are Christians,” Papa explained. “We embrace them on this
holy day as fellow human beings.”
I did not understand how Papa could do this, when all I could think about was how much
I hated the people who had put us in this terrible situation. I thought Mama agreed with me, more
than she did with Papa.
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Papa had ordered jeweled Fabergé eggs for Mama and Grandmère Marie, as he always

did, but only my grandmother’s gift had been delivered. Last year’s egg was the ugly steel
“Military Egg.” This year’s was made of a special kind of birchwood with scarcely any trimming
on the outside, very austere, but inside was a tiny mechanical elephant studded with diamonds.
The problem was how to get it to Grandmère Marie. Papa was deeply worried about her. She had
traveled on her train from Kiev to Mogilev to spend a few days with Papa before he came home.
She’d returned to Kiev, but now Papa had no way of communicating with her. He sent the egg to
Uncle Misha at his palace in Gatchina, and asked him to find a way to deliver it to their mother.
Mama’s egg had not been finished by Easter. Monsieur Fabergé apologized to Papa,
closed his shop, and fled from Petrograd. Mama found a box of plain china eggs left over from a
previous Easter and gave them as gifts to the loyal servants who had stayed with us.

We had mostly recovered from the measles and the infections we’d gotten, we were
feeling better, but we looked genuinely awful. The medicines Dr. Botkin prescribed made our
hair fall out in clumps, and Mama decided it would be best to shave it all off and let it grow back
naturally. The court hairdresser came to our rooms with an assistant, and, one by one, we each
became as bald as eggs. When I looked in the mirror, I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.
I made silly jokes about when we were going to hatch, and we searched for scarves and
hats and sometimes wigs to cover our naked domes. We were wearing straw hats when Monsieur
Gilliard lined us up for a photograph one bright and sunny day, and by prearranged signal we
swept off our hats and grinned for the camera just as he was about to snap the picture. That photo
is one of my favorites. Mama wasn’t pleased.
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We joked and mugged for the camera, but in private, though, we struggled with our

confusion and our fears for the future. Marie was determinedly optimistic: “Everything will work
out! A British ship will take us to England where we’ll be safe until we can come back. We must
have faith, we must not waiver, and we must do everything we can to keep Mama’s spirits up,
and Papa’s, too.”
Tatiana steadfastly reinforced everything Mama said and always emphasized that we
must stay together. “We are OTMA. We must always remember that what one of us says or does
must support the others. We are a team, a unit, no matter what. It’s the best way to get through
this trying time.”
I was the shvibzik, the one who mugged for the camera, crossed my eyes, stuck out my
tongue, mimicked the court ladies with their imperious ways, laughed at Dr. Botkin’s French
perfume that signaled his arrival, Count Benckendorff’s monocle that dropped out of his eye
when he was excited. But I had difficulty sleeping, my dreams were troubled, and I woke up
crying out.
I joked, Marie cheered, Tatiana exhorted, but Olga said little. She seemed very far away.
For long periods she didn’t even write in her notebook. Then I found this:
From my earliest memories our lives have been orderly and predictable. We were told
which hours we would spend with our tutors. We had luncheon with guests at one o’clock, a
meal that lasted exactly fifty minutes. Dinners with the family, Sunday lunches with Grandmère
Marie and afternoon parties at Aunt Olga’s. In summer we cruised on the Standart or stayed at
Peterhof, traveled by train to Livadia in fall and spring. It was a calm, well-ordered life. I could
imagine no other.
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And yet I yearned to escape that predictable life, to find something different. The only

way out was through marriage, but not if it meant leaving Russia. I was clear about that. And
certainly not if it meant spending my life with an oafish character like Prince Carol! Mother and
Father were very understanding. I would not be forced to marry someone I did not love, but that
didn’t mean I could marry someone I did love.
Now everything has changed, and it will never again be the same. My calm, orderly safe
life is over, and no one knows what will come next. Mama and Papa no longer speak of the
British cruiser supposedly waiting for us in Murmansk. It was all a lie.
I put Olga’s secret notebook, dressed up as a mathematics book, of all things, back on her
shelf. In some ways I believed I had more in common with Olga than I did with my other sisters.
But still we did not talk about how we felt—about being prisoners, about the future. As if talking
about what we were afraid of would make it happen.
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Chapter 18. House Arrest –1917

In the weeks after Papa came home from Mogilev, we struggled to adjust to our situation.
The first time Papa tried to go out into our park for a walk, a half dozen soldiers surrounded him.
They pushed and prodded him with their rifle butts and ordered him around, addressing him as
“Mister Colonel” and telling him, “You can’t go there” or “You’re not permitted to walk in that
direction.”
Anya was watching from a window. “Your poor papa said nothing at all to those coarse
brutes. He simply turned around and came back to the palace. The tsarevich was with him, and
he was in tears after seeing how they treated your father, the complete lack of respect. Baby held
his head high and was silent, but anyone could see that he was deeply wounded.”
After that, Monsieur Gilliard and several others went with Papa and his friend, Prince
Dolgorukov, for morning and afternoon walks. They had to wait in the semicircular hall for the
officer in charge to unlock the gates to the park. Guards surrounded the little group for the short
distance they were allowed to walk—not even as far as the pond, which we could see from
Mama’s balcony—and they all had to return together.
It bothered Papa to have his walk cut so short. He always took a lot of exercise. Besides
the swimming bath in his bathroom, he had an exercise bar—there was even one on our train—
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and he loved long hikes. I never entirely forgave him for the time I had insisted on
accompanying him on a walk around our special island on the Finnish coast that turned into a
twelve-mile march. I’d wept and begged to go home—I was only eight or nine—and he’d
refused.
To the soldiers Papa was a prisoner deserving no respect, but to people like Count
Benckendorff, Papa was still the tsar. Then there were others who weren’t quite sure how to
address him. One day Papa’s favorite Delaunay Belleville limousine with Papa’s chauffeur
behind the wheel drove up to the entrance to the palace. Out stepped an official of the new
government. Count Benckendorff went to greet him.
“I am Alexander Fyodorovich Kerensky, Minister of Justice in the service of the
Provisional Government,” said the man. “I have come to inspect the palace and see how you live,
and to speak with Nikolai Alexandrovich.”
We were having lunch when this happened and knew nothing about it until the old count
told us later how he had taken the minister of justice on a tour of the palace. Kerensky had
ordered his men to go through each room of our quarters, searching through drawers and
cupboards, even peering under the beds.
One of our maids, still trembling from the experience, came to tell us what she had seen.
“They went into to the room where Madame Dehn was having lunch with Madame Vyrubova.
The ladies were terrified! Madame Vyrubova was still feeling very weak, and when she heard
them coming, she crawled into bed and tried to hide under the covers. I stood very still and
prayed that he would not notice me! Kerensky pulled back the blanket and shouted at her, ‘I am
the Minister of Justice. Dress and go at once to Petrograd!’ Poor Madame Vyrubova was too
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frightened to answer, and the minister summoned Dr. Botkin and asked if she was well enough to
leave. The doctor said that she was, and Madame Vyrubova was furious with him for that.”
The Minister of Justice wished to see us. Papa decided we would meet with him in our
schoolroom. When we got there, Anya and Lili were ready to be taken away. Lili was worried
about her little son, Titi—he’d been ill when Lili came to help us, and she’d had no word about
him because we no longer had a telephone line connected to outside the palace.
Mama tried hard to smile, to reassure our friends, but she must have had the feeling that
we would never see them again, because she said, “This goodbye matters little. We shall meet in
another world.”
“But surely we’ll see them again soon!” Marie cried.
Olga stared at the floor and shook her head once, very slightly. Tatiana ran to her room
and brought two little portraits of Mama and Papa for Lili to take with her. I hugged her again
and again until the soldiers came and led them away, Anya hobbling on her crutches. Later we
learned that they had been taken to the Palace of Justice in Petrograd, and that eventually Lili
convinced Kerensky to let her go home to Titi and be placed under house arrest. Anya was sent
off to the Fortress of Peter and Paul. But we didn’t know any of that as we watched them go
down the staircase. It was very emotional.
We were all crying when Minister Kerensky entered the schoolroom. I didn’t know what
to expect—a monster, possibly, but Kerensky did not look like a monster. His hair was cut very
short, and unlike nearly every man I knew, he had neither a beard nor a mustache. He was not a
tall man, but Papa is not a tall man either, and they looked at each other eye to eye. For a
moment neither of them seemed to know what to do next. Then Papa put out his hand, and so did
Kerensky, and they shook hands and actually smiled at each other.
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Needless to say, Mama was not smiling, even when the Minister of Justice—he kept

reminding us of his title—assured us that we must not be frightened, that we must have complete
confidence that all would go well for us. After he’d gone, I relaxed a little.
For almost a week nothing happened, except that when Mama asked to have some fresh
flowers brought from her greenhouse—flowers always cheered her—she was told that flowers
were a luxury to which she was not entitled.
Then Kerensky separated our parents and questioned them. This went on for eighteen
days. We worried the whole time, but amazingly they all began to get along, and a kind of
mutual respect developed.
“Kerensky is not a bad sort,” Papa told us after that ordeal had ended. “He’s a good
fellow. One can talk to him. I wish I had met him long ago. He would have had a position in the
government.”
Mama agreed—I had not expected that.
“He told me that the king and queen of England have been asking for news of us.”
That immediately got us excited. Maybe it meant that arrangements were being made for
us to leave for England. A cruiser would pick us up at Murmansk. Maybe Olga was wrong—it
wasn’t a lie. We waited for more information.
“We must be patient,” Papa said. “Kerensky is our friend. I’m sure of it.”
I had been prepared to hate Kerensky, but I began then to feel hopeful again.

Spring is coming, according to the calendar, but it’s still awfully cold and damp—inside
the palace as well as outside, because Benckendorff says there is now a shortage of firewood.
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I try not to think of Livadia, where flowers are blooming and the air at this time of year is

soft and warm. I also try not to think about Pavel, about any of the life I wanted—or even of
those brave young men I met at the hospital. That’s over.
What surprises me most is Father. I was shocked when he came home from Mogilev and I
had recovered enough to see him in daylight. He has aged so much, his face is so deeply lined,
he is thinner than ever. And his eyes are so sad! Mother, too, has gone completely gray. She
never smiles, but why would she? There is really nothing to smile about, and I wonder if there
ever will be again. Tanya says I must not be so gloomy, that my low mood affects everyone, and
to prove her joy in life she walks around with a fixed smile. Mashka is lucky—she lives in her
own dream world, loving everybody, grinning at Kerensky as though he was her best friend. I
trust him not at all—not because he is a bad man, but because I believe he is powerless, almost
as powerless as we are.
Then there’s Nastya, joking around, making silly faces, a true shvibzik. I catch her
watching me, as though she knows what I’m thinking. I pray that she does not, because I see
nothing good ahead for any of us. Anastasia may be the only one in the family I could talk to
honestly, but
That’s where Olga stopped writing. Someone must have come in and interrupted her, and
she slapped the “mathematics book” shut, smearing the last word, but.... And shoved the secret
notebook back on the shelf.

Our life as spring slowly unfolded was very strange. We could spend more time outdoors,
but waiting for an officer to meet us with a key to our own park was annoying. The soldiers
jeered at us and shouted stupid insults. One soldier poked his bayonet in the wheel of Papa’s
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bicycle and made him fall off. If I had been Papa, I would have been furious. But if Papa was
angry, he didn’t show it. I wanted to stick out my tongue and cross my eyes and make fun of
those idiotic soldiers, especially the young ones with pimples on their faces and teeth that they
hardly ever brushed.
“What girl would ever want to kiss you!” I shouted at them, but I shouted in English, so
there was no chance they’d understand. I felt better afterwards, but soon after that a new rule was
imposed: We were not allowed to speak English or French, even to each other—only Russian.
Crowds of ordinary people jammed against the fence surrounding the park to gawk at us,
as though we were animals in a zoo. Some whistled and yelled insults, most of them directed at
Papa. This drove Alexei crazy. He couldn’t stand seeing Papa treated so disrespectfully. “They
used to kiss Papa’s shadow when he passed by,” Alexei sobbed. “And now they call him names
and spit at him.”
Papa seemed less concerned about all of this than he was about the progress of the war,
which he followed in the newspapers he was still allowed to read. Soldiers were deserting at a
great rate, and the army seemed to be melting away. “I worry that the Provisional Government
isn’t strong enough to pull itself together to win the war,” he told Mama. “It would be a disaster
for Russia if England and France make peace with Germany.”
Whenever they talked about the war, I thought of Olga’s Pavel and Tatiana’s “little
Malama” and Marie’s Kolya and all those brave wounded soldiers Mama and my sisters had
cared for in the hospital. Were any of them still alive? Sometimes I could not bear to think of it
any more.
* * * *
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In May a new officer, Colonel Kobylinsky, was put in charge of the soldiers at Tsarskoe

Selo. On the whole, the officers were not a bad lot. Many of them were actually quite decent
men, and it wouldn’t have surprised me if Marie had taken it into her head to fall in love with
several of them. But the regular soldiers were a different story—they were mostly barbarians,
shooting off their guns at all hours, killing the tame deer in the park and even the beautiful swans
that floated so regally in the pond. The least thing put the soldiers in an uproar. One day they
found Alexei playing with a toy gun and demanded that he surrender it. Colonel Kobylinsky,
who actually seemed to like us, got it back and smuggled it to my brother, piece by piece, but
Alexei was not allowed to march with it outside.
“We will plant a kitchen garden in the park,” Papa announced when the last of the snow
had finally disappeared and the ground was thawed. He supervised the layout, deciding what
should be planted where, and we set to work, digging up the grass and carrying it away. Our
tutors and most of the servants helped with the huge effort of preparing the soil. Even some of
the soldiers pitched in. Mama watched from her wheelchair, a blanket over her knees and a
needlepoint project in her lap.
We sowed seeds, putting row after row of carrots, five hundred cabbages, and every kind
of vegetable. We dragged water from the kitchen in barrels on wheels. We’d never worked so
hard in our lives, but Papa insisted that physical exercise was far better than sitting and brooding,
and no doubt he was right. It was certainly better than being cooped up all day in our
schoolroom, memorizing French parts of speech—even Monsieur Gilliard grudgingly admitted
that.
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The days passed with the endless cycle of watering and weeding. The garden thrived

during the long hours of daylight, and the cabbages were growing huge. When I teased Papa that
he would be eating cabbage three times a day, he replied, “And for tea as well.”
He moved on to cutting down dead trees in the park, Monsieur Gilliard chopped the trees
into firewood, and we helped them stack it in piles.
“Think how warm this will keep us warm next winter!” Papa said cheerfully, and I saw
Olga look at him and guessed what she was thinking: If we’re still here next winter.
In the evenings we were weary to the bone, but it was a good kind of weariness. We did
needlework in Mama’s mauve boudoir while Papa read to us from the Russian classics. I loved
Gogol’s short stories. My favorite was “The Nose.”
We celebrated another round of birthdays. I was now sixteen.
Grandmère Marie had promised that we would celebrate my sixteenth birthday in Paris,
and I clung stubbornly to that promise. I had always imagined that we’d go by imperial train. But
was there such a thing now as an imperial train? Or was it called something else? It seemed
better not to say anything aloud about it. I could imagine Olga’s dour look if I did.
My best present was a birthday greeting from Gleb. He was sometimes allowed to visit
his father in the guardhouse, and he’d made a little card that folded like a fan small enough to fit
in Dr. Botkin’s boot. On the title page he had printed THE ADVENTURES OF ANASTASIA
MOUSE, followed by a series of drawings in colored pencil. In the first she wore a court dress,
her tiny paws peeking out of the long open sleeves and a kokoshnik perched above her pink ears,
and in the background were the onion-shaped domes of St. Basil’s Cathedral by the Kremlin in
Moscow. In the next drawing “Anastasia Mouse” peered out of the window of the imperial train,
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next she was on a yacht resembling the Standart, and finally she stood by the Eiffel Tower. The
mouse had made her way to Paris!
On the last page he’d written,
To Anastasia Nikolaevna on the occasion of her 16th birthday.
With kind regards from your friend, Gleb Evgenievich
There were times when we discussed in low voices what might happen to us. Kerensky
had spoken again of a ship to take us to England. Papa’s cousin, King George V of England,
would see to it that we would be allowed to stay there.
In old photographs King George and Papa looked so much alike it was hard to tell them
apart. There had been disagreements between them; King George believed in the parliamentary
system, and Papa believed a tsar was destined by God to rule as an autocrat. Nevertheless he
started sorting through his books and papers, deciding what he would take with him.
But everything was unsettled. Things were happening politically that I didn’t fully
understand. Kerensky was sympathetic to Papa and our family, and he held an important position
in the Provisional Government—he had been promoted to Prime Minister—but a militant group,
the Bolsheviks, opposed that government. The Bolsheviks were not sympathetic to us—they
hated us!—and they controlled the rail lines. Kerensky feared we’d never get through to
Murmansk. He told Papa he thought we’d be safer somewhere else in Russia.
“I suggested Crimea,” Papa reported to us with a rare smile. “And Kerensky says it might
be possible. In any case, he told me we should start packing.”
Livadia! How splendid that would be! Grandmère Marie had left Kiev for Crimea, and so
had Aunt Olga and her new husband and the baby we’d learned she was expecting, and Uncle
Sandro and Aunt Xenia and loads of cousins. Mama was sure the Tatars who lived in the
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mountains around Yalta were our friends. We were so excited that we could talk of little else—
until Count Benckendorff warned us that this constant talk of Livadia was unwise.
“You may be unaware of it,” he said, “but there are spies in every corner of the palace,
listening to every word you say and passing it along to their superiors.”
We became very careful then, wondering which of our servants might be eavesdropping.
Who could be trusted and who could not? We spoke in whispers, never sure there wasn’t
someone crouching on the other side of the door with an ear to the keyhole or taking note of our
chatter over the cabbage soup at dinner.

The day before Alexei’s thirteenth birthday, Kerensky came to the palace and spoke
privately to Papa for a long time. After he’d gone, Papa gathered us together to tell us the news:
we would leave Tsarskoe Selo very soon—possibly within two days.
“To Livadia?” Mama asked, although anyone looking at Papa’s face could see that we
were not to get what we had hoped for.
“Kerensky would say only this: ‘Pack your furs and plenty of warm clothes.’”
We looked at each other. “Could it be Murmansk after all?” Tatiana suggested. “And then
to on England?”
But Olga said, “It doesn’t get that cold in England.”
Papa sighed and shook his head resignedly. “Probably Siberia.”
Mama groaned. “Oh no! Perhaps if you spoke to him again, Nicky?”
“If this is what he says we must do, then we have no choice. We have to trust him.”
For the next two days it was a mad scramble to get ready, stopping long enough to
observe Alexei’s birthday. Mama asked for a certain holy icon to be brought from the Church of
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Our Lady of Znamenie. A flock of solemn, black-robed priests with beards down to their waists
accompanied the icon, and we followed them into the chapel. The realization of what was about
to happen was finally dawning on all of us, and everybody was in tears—even the soldiers who
were guarding us. The priests called for prayers for our safe journey, to wherever it was we were
going.
My brother, however, had just one birthday wish: “Please do not call me Baby any
more,” he said. “I’m thirteen. I wish to be called Alexei, or Alyosha. No more Baby.”
I personally felt that it was about time he was called by a grown-up name, but Mama
wept and said she’d try but could make no promises.
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Chapter 19. Goodbye to Tsarskoe Selo – August 1917

Our parents asked our closest, most loyal friends—people who had refused to leave
Alexander Palace when they had the chance— to go with us, even though we didn’t know where
we were asking them to go.
Count Benckendorff told us sorrowfully that he could not come. His wife was ill, and he
he must stay behind with her.
Papa clapped the count on the shoulder. “Then I must ask you, my old friend, to perform
one last service for me.”
“Whatever you wish, your majesty,” he said. His monocle popped out, and he wiped
away tears with an enormous handkerchief.
“Please see to it that all those carrots and cabbages and so on in the garden are distributed
fairly among the servants who helped us with their labor.”
“Of course, your majesty,” snuffled the old count.
“The firewood as well.”
“Yes, yes!” By then the count was sobbing. His stepson, Prince Dolgorukov, agreed to
accompany Papa as his gentleman-in-waiting, and General Tatischev would replace the count as
grand marshal of the court, although what court he would be grand marshal of, no one could say.
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Trina Schneider announced, “I have been with you since you were a young bride, your

majesty, and I will be with you now.” Countess Hendrikova, a lady-in-waiting and one of
Mama’s closest friends, had had no news of her sister, ill with tuberculosis, for months, but she
insisted that she would leave it in God’s hands and come anyway.
There was no question that Dr. Botkin and Dr. Derevenko would go wherever we were
sent. I was afraid that Gleb and Tatiana would be left with the friend’s grandmother who had
been looking after them, but Dr. Botkin arranged for them to come, too, and Dr. Derevenko
would bring his wife and son. Baroness Sophia Buxhoeveden had to have an operation for
appendicitis, but she promised to join us as soon as she was able. Monsieur Gilliard said,
“Madame, you’ve been trying to send me home to Switzerland for months, but my home is with
your family.” I had worried that Shura, my governess, might choose not to come, but it was
obvious to everybody that she and Gilliard were in love, and if he was coming, so would she.
We didn’t know about Mr. Gibbes. Our English tutor had been in Petrograd when we
were put under house arrest, and he had not been allowed to see us when he returned to Tsarskoe
Selo. No one knew where he was, or what he might decide to do.
Some of our servants chose to stay behind—many had families in Tsarskoe Selo or in
Petrograd—but others would come. Nagorny, for instance, Alexei’s loyal sailor-attendant;
Mama’s maid, Anna Demidova; Chef Kharitonov and Lenka Sednev, the kitchen boy; as well as
Papa’s barber, Mama’s hairdresser, and number of cooks, valets, chambermaids, and a
footman—about thirty in all.
Anya, as far as anyone knew, was still being held prisoner at the Fortress of Peter and
Paul. She had often driven us all to distraction, even Mama, with her constant need for attention,
but I wished for Mama’s sake that she could go with us.
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“They’re punishing her because she was so close to our dear Father Grigory,” Mama said.

“It is so unfair.”
Papa, always trying to cheer Mama, said, “Perhaps she’ll be released soon and come with
Sophie.”

We had not been given any instructions about how much we could take with us, and it
looked as though we were taking just about everything.
Alexei insisted that all of his toys and his balalaikas must go with him. Mama was
organizing her holy icons and family pictures, while her maids arranged her jewels in special
chests. Papa favored books, but he was also taking his exercise bar. Marie and I stuffed clothing
into trunks.
I nearly filled one large wooden chest with things I loved—an embroidered scarf given to
me by an old woman at our Polish hunting lodge, several of Aunt Olga’s drawings, a box of
watercolors and brushes, some pretty stones I’d picked up along the beach at Peterhof, the piece
of green sea glass Gleb Botkin had found years ago—had I really saved it all this time?—and
“The Adventures of Anastasia Mouse” he’d made for me on my last birthday. I was about to
throw away some of my old exercise books when I found a couple of funny little drawings Gleb
had done of bears and rabbits in traditional Russian shirts and trousers. I stuck them inside the
photograph albums I was packing.
The thing I most wanted to take with me wherever we went was the silver music box
Grandmère Marie had given me for my thirteenth birthday. I remembered my grandmother
whispering as we were leaving Anitchkov Palace after my birthday luncheon: “Don’t forget, ma
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chère. We’ll visit Paris when you’re sixteen.” At the time—three years ago—that seemed
impossibly far in the future. Now it was just impossible.
I wound it up and listened again to Tchaikovsky’s “Waltz of the Flowers,” watching the
little ballerina on top turn and turn, slower and slower, until the music stopped and so did she. I
did this two or three times before I wrapped the music box in a woolen scarf Alexei had knit for
me at Christmas—it was yards long—and buried it among my sweaters.
Tired of the sorting and deciding, I drifted down the corridor to Olga and Tatiana’s room
and casually checked the shelf by Olga’s bed where the secret notebook had always been kept,
fourth book from the left. I was relieved when I saw it there. Mama and Papa were burning all
their private papers, and I hoped Olga hadn’t decided to destroy her notebook.
Tatiana saw me lingering and frowned. “Have you finished packing, Nastya?”
“Almost,” I replied, untruthfully, and went back to my room where Shura had taken
everything out of my trunk and was folding and repacking it carefully.

The trunks and chests and boxes were piled up in every room, waiting for servants to
carry them down to the semicircular hall beneath the huge dorm. We wandered through the
palace, taking one last look at everything and saying goodbye to the servants who wouldn’t be
leaving with us. Tatiana was very brisk about her goodbyes. Olga looked glum and murmured
farewells as though she was at a funeral. Marie hugged everybody tearfully. I tried to make
jokes, but they all fell flat.
The farewells were hard for everyone, perhaps hardest of all for Alexei. Colonel
Kobylinsky kindly arranged for him to go to the stables to say goodbye to his donkey, Vanka,
and to the little Shetland pony Grandmère Marie had given him for his tenth birthday. But when
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he begged to go to our zoo for a last visit with the elephant, Kobylinsky stalled. The elephant
was no more. A week or two earlier we had been horrified to learn that the poor beast had been
shot dead by one of the revolutionary sailors. That it might have been one of our sailors from the
Standart was so awful to contemplate that Papa decided simply to tell Alexei the elephant had
died of old age and warned my sisters and me not to say any more.
In the midst of all this emotional turmoil, Uncle Misha arrived and immediately went to
speak to Papa. We saw him come, and we saw him go—head down, wiping his eyes—but none
of us had a chance to speak with him. He rushed passed us without even a glance.
“I wanted to talk to him!” Alexei complained. “Why won’t they let me?”
“Maybe it’s better if you didn’t, Lyosha,” Tatiana said, trying to soothe him.
I dreaded leaving, but I also hated waiting for the time to come. I just wanted to get it
over with. We were tired, all of us, even the dogs. Of course we were taking Alexei’s Joy, my
Jimmy, and Tatiana’s Ortino. Mama’s Eira would come later with Baroness Buxhoeveden. At
the last minute Count Benckendorff agreed to take Olga’s cat. He looked so ridiculous holding
Vaska, who rubbed against the count’s whiskers and purred.
Kerensky told us be ready at midnight. Soldiers were ordered to carry our trunks from the
palace to the train station, which they did, grumbling and complaining, even after the count paid
them each three rubles.
“What time is the training coming?”
“It’s supposed to be here at one o’clock.”
We sat in the hall, waiting. The hours passed. The night was hot, and we were exhausted.
We weren’t used to staying up so late. Mama went to her room to lie down, fully dressed. But we
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were restless, all of us. Alexei’s dog, Joy, bounced around on his leash, pulling Alexei first one
way and then another.
Finally, as dawn was breaking, several motorcars arrived to drive us to the station. It was
time. The train was waiting. The baggage had been loaded. Mama, in an agony of weeping, had
to be carried to the motorcar. I suppose all of us were crying, except Olga, who was always so
reserved. I supposed that she shed her tears in private, like the words in her notebook.
The train standing on the tracks was not the dark blue imperial train with the golden
Romanov crest emblazoned on the cars. This was an ordinary train marked RED CROSS
MISSION and flying Japanese flags. How strange that seemed! Another train stood behind it, but
it wasn’t a decoy, like the one that always went either ahead of the imperial train or behind it, to
deceive any terrorist who had plotted to blow up the tsar’s train. This second train held three
hundred soldiers who would guard us when we arrived at our destination.
“We’re traveling in disguise,” explained Colonel Kobylinsky, who was to accompany us.
“It’s better if the people in the little towns along the way don’t know who’s on board the train.”
He laughed nervously, showing lots of teeth. His teeth were not good. “When we are passing
through villages, I must ask you to close the blinds of the car in which you are riding.” He
looked at me with one eye closed and wagged his finger. “No peeking, Anastasia Nikolaevna!”
His way of making a joke, I suppose.
We climbed aboard. Clouds of steam hissed from the locomotive, and the train lurched
forward. The sun was just coming up, bathing the world in a golden glow. We were on our way
to Siberia, leaving behind everything beautiful, everything we loved.
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The waiting and wondering was over. The journey was hot, dusty, and monotonous, and

all we wanted to do that first day was to sleep. When we awoke around noon in the sweltering
heat, we were told that luncheon would be served at one o’clock. And it was! Then we had
another long nap until teatime. After tea, the train stopped, and we were allowed to get out to
walk the dogs along the tracks—all but Mama, who stayed on the train, sitting by an open
window and fanning herself. The sun was still high in the sky, and the heat shimmered on the
steel rails. We climbed aboard again, and I peeled off my sweaty clothes and ran cool water on
my wrists to cool off. Choking dust settled everywhere, on everything, and gritted between my
teeth.
For two days the two trains chugged slowly eastward. Each time we approached a town
or station, we obediently pulled the curtains across the windows, but I ignored the colonel’s “no
peeking” order and peered through a small gap. On the third day there was a change; we were
crossing the Urals, where it was much cooler and Papa seized the opportunity to lecture us on the
mineral wealth of this mountain range, everything from diamonds and emeralds to coal. The
Asian steppes stretched ahead of us to the horizon and, after thousands of miles, to the Pacific
Ocean.
“Wouldn’t it be wonderful,” Papa suggested quietly, “if Kerensky has arranged for the
train to keep going, all the way across Siberia to Japan.”
“So that’s why we’re flying the Japanese flag!” I said excitedly.
Everyone told me to hush.
On the fourth day, very late at night after we’d all gone to sleep, the train came to a stop.
I woke up and looked out. It was mostly dark, but I could see that we had stopped in a station
near a river. There was a low murmur of voices, and I could make out figures carrying our trunks
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and boxes and crates from the baggage car and loading them into small boats that were then
rowed out into the river and through a curtain of fog that shrouded the opposite bank. This went
on throughout the night. I watched until I could not keep awake any longer.
Long before sunrise we were awakened. We had arrived in the city of Tyumen, and the
train would take us no farther. Our possessions had been ferried across the Tura River to a
steamer tied up at the dock. Now we must get up and dress quickly and make the trip across the
river ourselves before the residents of the town noticed the presence of strangers surrounded by
dozens and dozens of soldiers and started asking a lot of questions.
We huddled silently in a launch that made its way across the river in the darkness. As we
were climbing the gangplank onto the steamer, Mama clinging to Papa’s arm, Tatiana said
wistfully, “Do you remember when we took the Mehzen on the Volga River, on our way to visit
Kostroma, where Mikhail Romanov was born?”
That was four years ago during the tricentennial celebration, the people shouting “God
save the Tsar!” and wading into the ice-cold river, just to get a look at the tsarevich. It made me
sad to think of it.
Once we were aboard, Kobylinsky revealed our destination: Tobolsk, a small river town
two hundred miles north in known chiefly for trading in fish and furs. “The people will be
friendly to you,” he promised. “No revolutionary sentiment has taken root there. The governor’s
mansion is being prepared for you.”
Now we knew where were going to live. It wasn’t Crimea or England or Japan but some
remote town I’d never heard of.

	
  

208	
  

PART IV.
EXILE, 1917
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Chapter 20. Tobolsk – August 1917

Before daybreak the steamer Rus had slipped away from the dock and nosed out into the
Tura, paddlewheels churning, smoke billowing from the stacks. My sisters went to our quarters
and fell asleep. I was too restless for sleep and climbed to the upper deck as the fog was lifting
and the sun edged above the horizon. I found Gleb Botkin already there, making drawings in a
sketchpad as we steamed past a farm on the outskirts of Tyumen. I went to stand at the rail next
to him.
“It’s like a dream, isn’t it, Anastasia Nikolaevna?” he asked, not taking his eyes off a
peasant cutting hay in the fields. Gleb’s pencil glided swiftly over the smooth paper, and the
image of the peasant swinging his scythe emerged.
“You draw so much faster than I do,” I said. We were standing so close that my hand
brushed the sleeve of his jacket. Next, a woman carrying a basket appeared with a few strokes of
his pencil.
Gleb glanced at me. “It just takes practice, Anastasia Nikolaevna. You have the talent, I
know you do. I’ve seen some of your paintings—”
“They’re not really paintings,” I protested, pleased but a little embarrassed, my face
growing hot. “They’re nothing, just something I do.”
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“You don’t take your painting seriously enough. You should, you know.”
“I once told my aunt Olga Alexandrovna that I wanted to be a famous artist some day,” I

confessed. “And she told me that I should just concentrate on painting, and not on being
famous.”
“That was good advice,” Gleb said.
I was quiet for several minutes. The sun climbed higher and the light changed. I couldn’t
resist taking sidelong glances at Gleb’s profile. The gawky boy who’d once been convinced that
all the Russians had to do to defeat the Germans was to throw our caps at them had become a
handsome young man.
Then I blurted something bold and foolish: “We were at Peterhof for my thirteenth
birthday when my aunt gave me that advice. You found a piece of green sea glass and gave it to
me.”
“You remember that, Anastasia Nikolaevna?”
“I still have it,” I said, adding, surely too abruptly, “and I wish you wouldn’t address me
formally. If you can draw me as a mouse, surely you can call me by my familiar name.”
Gleb looked at me with a puzzled smile. “You would prefer that I address you as
Anastasia Mouse?”
I felt blood rushing into my head, making me dizzy. “No—just as Nastya. And I don’t
believe I’ve thanked you properly for that birthday greeting. It’s very clever, you know, very—”
Gleb, still smiling, laid his pencil and sketchpad on a bench and placed his hands on the
rail next to mine, not quite touching. I stopped gazing at his face and studied his long fingers
instead. I couldn’t think what I wanted to say, my words were tumbling out all muddled, but I
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wanted this conversation to continue, and I willed his hand to touch mine. And it did. It moved
closer until our hands were not only touching, but our little fingers were linked.
If Dr. Botkin had appeared with his medical bag, as he did every day, and checked my
temperature and listened to my heart, he would surely have diagnosed a mild fever, my heart
banging against my ribcage, and irregular breathing—all symptoms caused by those two linked
fingers.
A familiar voice came from behind and startled us. The fingers separated.
“Good morning, Gleb Evgenievich!” Papa called out cheerily. “And there you are,
Nastya! Your mother has been asking for you. Please go down to her, will you?”
“Yes, yes, of course, Papa,” I said, shoving my hands deep into the pockets of my skirt.
Without another word to Gleb, or even a look at him, I turned and fled.
I was grinning madly. Everything between us had changed.

Later that morning, when I felt calmer and less likely to do or say something silly or
stupid, I climbed back to the upper deck. I hoped to find Gleb, but I was also afraid he might be
there. How could I have both feelings at once? And there he was, sketching. Papa was there as
well, dressed in his army uniform as usual, staring moodily off into the distance.
I settled onto a wooden bench with a book I’d brought along, close enough to watch Gleb
but far enough away that it wouldn’t draw attention. I tried to read, but I could hardly
concentrate, turning the pages but not remembering a single word. My sisters and Gleb’s sister
came and went, as did others. As much as I was dying to talk to Gleb, I didn’t want to attract
Papa’s notice or, worse, the attention of Olga or Tatiana, who would certainly have a lot to say
about it to me, and possibly to Mama.

	
  

212	
  
It was enough just to have him nearby, even if we didn’t exchange a word.
So I was surprised when Gleb came to the bench where I was sitting. “May I join you,

Anastasia Nikolaevna?” he asked. He was speaking formally, I understood, for Papa’s benefit.
“Of course, Gleb Evgenievich.”
“Beautiful day, isn’t it?”
“Indeed it is.” When I was sure my voice wasn’t shaking, I said, “Will you show me
some of your drawings?”
We sat side by side, close but not touching, and turned the pages slowly, going backward
through time. There was the guardhouse at Tsarskoe Selo where he’d visited his father every
week while we were under house arrest. His sister, Tatiana, dressed as a nursing sister early in
the war. The Standart sailing off on a Baltic cruise before the war began. In a sleeve at the back
of the sketchpad were a few worn photographs: his brothers Yuri and Dmitri, now dead, when
they were cadets, and a photo of a pretty young woman with an uncertain smile.
“My mother,” he said. “Before their divorce. My father doesn’t know I have it. It’s been
years since I’ve seen her.” He gazed at the photograph, and I gazed at him. I thought I saw a
strong resemblance.
“Where is she?”
“In Germany, if she’s still alive. She left Father for our German tutor. She said my father
was devoted to the tsar, and not to her.”
I stared at him. Could this be true? “It must have been very painful,” I said, because I
could not think what else to say.
“It was.” He slid the photograph back into the sleeve with the others. “I try not to think
about her. I hardly ever look at her photo. I wanted you to see her.”

	
  

213	
  
Impulsively, I reached out and took his hand. It seemed like the most natural thing to do,

and I didn’t care if anyone saw. But I held it just for a moment, and then I let it go

As the hours passed and the steamer moved steadily with the current, everyone seemed
more relaxed. It was as if all the usual rules had been suspended, and if I was observed spending
more time than usual talking with Gleb, no one seemed concerned.
On the afternoon of the second day our family had gathered on the upper deck. The boat
steamed close to the shore by Pokrovskoe, the village where Father Grigory had been born.
“That must be Grishka’s home,” Mama said and pointed to a handsome two-story house
with a riot of flowers blooming in window boxes and the little front garden. “He caught fish in
this river and brought them to Tsarskoe Selo. He predicted that one day we would pass by here.”
She turned to us, her eyes shining. “I believe he has sent us a sign,” she said as the village
receded from view behind us. “Our friend is with us, I’m sure of it.”
Later that day we had our first glimpse of the Tobolsk fortress looming in the distance,
then the church towers came into view, and soon after sunset the Rus eased next to a dock. My
sisters and I were eager to go ashore to see our new home. We tried to imagine what the
governor’s mansion would be like.
“Maybe it will be something like Peterhof,” I suggested.
“Probably it will be more like Spala,” Olga predicted glumly. “Damp rooms that smell
like mold, so dark you have to keep the electric lights burning all the time.” The hunting lodge in
Poland was the least favorite of all our palaces and lodges.
But I was excited for another reason that I couldn’t mention. Now there would be more
chances for conversations with Gleb, talks about art and painting, maybe even talks about our
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dreams for the time when our imprisonment was over and we’d be free again. But I could not say
anything about this to my sisters—not even to Marie, who would certainly have loved to hear it.
Colonel Kobylinsky went on ahead to inspect the governor’s mansion while we waited
restlessly. Hours later he returned with a grim expression. “My apologies, Nikolai
Alexandrovich, but you and your family must spend another night or two on the steamer,” he
informed us. “There is some work that must be done before you can move in.”
When Mama asked if she might be permitted to tour our new home the next morning,
Kobylinsky put her off. “To be truthful, madame, the house is in some disrepair, and several
pieces of furniture must be supplied. I beg your patience.”
A lot of work, as it turned out, and the governor’s house was asempty as a barn, with not
a stick of furniture to be found in it. We had no choice but to be patient. Papa found the situation
amusing. “The inability even to arrange for lodgings is astonishing,” he said. “We might as well
retire early aboard the Rus with the hope that our home will be ready for us tomorrow, or the
next day, or the next.”
To keep us from expiring of boredom while a small army of plasterers, plumbers,
carpenters, electricians, and painters were hired to fix the house, Kobylinsky arranged for the
Rus to take us on excursions on the river, promising that we could stop and get off to go for
walks along the way.
I didn’t mind. Gleb was always nearby, and we even had several chances to talk—
sometimes on the Rus, sometimes while we walked along the riverbank, past fields where
peasants stopped to stare at us—although never alone and never close enough to touch. No
linked fingers, even for a moment. My sisters and Gleb’s sister Tatiana were always part of the
group, and Alexei, too. My brother adored Gleb.
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“I’m working on a surprise for the tsarevich,” Gleb confided as we returned from one of

our river trips. “I think your whole family will enjoy it.”
“What is it?”
“I told you, Nastya—it’s a surprise. You’ll see.”

On the morning of our eighth day of waiting for our quarters to be prepared, the colonel
announced that the governor’s mansion was now ready. We left the Rus, Mama and Tatiana
riding in a carriage while Papa and the rest of us walked along a road ankle-deep in dust.
Soldiers armed with rifles and bayonets lined both sides of the road, not allowing us to forget for
a moment that we were prisoners.
Tobolsk did not look like much of a town. Most of the houses were built of logs or roughhewn lumber, and it was easy to pick out the house where we would live—a two-story white
stone building with a balcony on each end of the second floor.
“I would not call that a mansion,” Olga muttered under her breath, and I hoped the
colonel would not hear.
The so-called mansion was barely big enough for our family and a few members of our
household. The rest, including the three Botkins and all of our servants, would stay on the
opposite side of the street in a house commandeered from a rich Tobolsk fish merchant named
Kornilov.
Kobylinsky, like a host anxious to please his guests, led us on a tour of the mansion,
glancing at Mama to see if she approved of the colors he had chosen for the walls and the
furniture he had bought from townspeople who were willing to sell. There was a table for dining,
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for instance, but none of the seven chairs matched. Our camp beds had not yet arrived; we would
sleep on the floor. “But only for a night or two,” Kobylinsky promised.
I felt a little sorry for the colonel, because I could guess what Mama was thinking. She
said nothing until the tour had ended and Kobylinsky, nervously twisting a button on his jacket,
asked, “Is there anything else you wish to have, Alexandra Fyodorovna?”
Mama smiled stiffly. “Yes, Colonel, if you please—a spring mattress for Nikolai
Alexandrovich and myself, and a grand piano for my daughters.”
Kobylinsky blinked a couple of times and bowed. “Of course, madame.”
That same day both were delivered. The mattress passed approval, but the piano was
horribly out of tune. A piano tuner would be sent for.
It was decided that OTMA would have the large corner room next to our parents’
bedroom. Both rooms faced the main street, which used to be called Tsarskaia, Street of the Tsar,
but the signs had been changed to read “Freedom Street.” Alexei’s room was across from ours,
Nagorny’s next to it. Monsieur Gilliard, Mama’s maid Anna Demidova, and Papa’s valet Trupp
were given rooms downstairs near the dining room and pantry. The kitchen was a small, separate
building behind the house.
Grumbling soldiers unloaded our luggage and crates and boxes from the steamer and
carted them to the mansion. Mama, seated in her wheelchair, directed where each item should
go. Tatiana took charge of organizing our room, deciding who should sleep where. We arranged
and rearranged the furniture, hanging favorite pictures and icons on the walls, and stopping now
and then to visit our brother and our parents to see how they were progressing. That night we
fell, exhausted, onto a pile of fur coats and blankets on the floor and slept.
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After breakfast the next morning we crossed Freedom Street—no one had said that

wasn’t permitted—to see how the rest of our household had settled in at the Kornilov house. It
turned out that Kornilov had not lived there for some time, and his house had been rented out for
use as a courthouse. Kobylinsky had ordered the courtroom on the main floor to be divided into
cubicles. Dr. Botkin, Gleb, and Tatiana had been assigned rooms on the ground floor, but Trina
Schneider, Countess Hendrikova, and Papa’s two gentlemen, General Tatischev and Prince
Dolgorukov, were crowded into the tiny cubicles on the main floor.
Immediately the soldiers shouted objections that the prisoners weren’t staying in their
prison but were roaming around freely. “You are prisoners of the state, not privileged guests!
You will obey rules!” snarled the loutish lieutenant in charge of the guards, and we were herded
back to the mansion.
This was the rule: Prisoners are forbidden to leave the Governor’s Mansion except to
attend a private Mass early Sunday mornings at the nearby church.
Although we weren’t allowed to leave our enclosure, our friends across the street were at
first permitted to visit us. I was excited when Gleb and his sister came with their father, even
though our conversation was limited to “Lovely weather, isn’t it, Gleb Evgenievich?” and
“Indeed it is, Anastasia Nikolaevna, although it does seem quite warm.”
But that one-sided liberty didn’t last. A new rule was imposed: Only approved people
may enter the Governor’s Mansion. Dr. Botkin would continue to make daily visits to insure the
health of the prisoners—but those approved did not include Gleb and Tatiana Botkin or Dr.
Derevenko’s son, Kolya, who was just Alexei’s age and would have been a fine companion for
him.
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It was no use to complain to Kobylinsky. He could do nothing. When I learned about the

new restriction, it was one of the worst days I had experienced since our captivity had begun six
months earlier. I tried—and completely failed—to hide my disappointment.
“Perhaps it will change,” Papa suggested, but I knew it would not.
Citizens of Tobolsk began to gather outside, curious to see the tsar and his family. Within
a few days Kobylinsky had ordered a tall wooden fence built around the mansion, to be certain
that we had no contact with them. Dr. Botkin convinced Kobylinski that the prisoners needed a
place to exercise for at least an hour a day, and the colonel ordered a small yard near the kitchen
to be enclosed for that purpose. However, there would be no sitting out on the small second-floor
balconies. We were forbidden to open even a single window as a relief from the suffocating
August heat, until Dr. Botkin again insisted that it was a matter of insuring the health of the
prisoners. One by one, even the smallest freedoms were taken away.
I had hoped that our guards would be different from the soldiers who had taken such
pleasure in tormenting us at Tsarskoe Selo, but most were not. Many of the soldiers were sullen
and disrespectful, demanding that prisoners be treated like criminals who should get what they
deserved.
Luckily for us, there were some who didn’t share those feelings. Several soldiers grew
fond of Alexei and invited him and Papa to the guardhouse to play checkers. One was a young
soldier named Anton Ivanovich, a homely boy with an eye that turned inward and a nose that
dripped constantly. Anton was assigned to the guardhouse with various duties. Sometimes he
delivered mail or messages, and sometimes he was sent to unlock the service door to let us out to
the yard for exercise and to lock the door again when our time was up and we’d been sent back
inside.
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If anybody could make friends with these lonely men who were far from home, it was

Marie. Soon she had learned their names and the names of their mothers and wives and children.
They told her about their lives. Anton Ivanovich confided that he struggled to send money to his
widowed mother and crippled sister. Marie was soon in the habit of giving him little gifts now
and then.
“Naturally he’s in love with you, Mashka,” I teased. “And maybe you’re in love with him
as well.”
“Don’t be silly, Nastya,” Marie scolded. “I try to help him because he’s kind to Alexei.
But promise me you’ll say nothing to Tanya, because she’ll try to make me stop.”
I promised not to say a word.
The townspeople themselves were hospitable folk. Local farmers, merchants, and
housewives sent fresh butter, eggs, sausages, and sugar, and nuns brought vegetables from the
convent garden—a delicious change from the shortages everyone was suffering in Petrograd and
Tsarskoe Selo. Whatever came to us, Kharitonov and his kitchen helpers managed to transform it
into a good meal. I watched from our upstairs window as men and women passed below,
glancing up and removing their caps as a sign of respect, some even making the sign of the cross.
If they noticed Mama sitting by her window, they bowed to her. To the people of Tobolsk, Papa
was still the tsar, Mama was the tsaritsa, and Alexei was the tsarevich. I suppose that meant
OTMA were still grand duchesses, but I didn’t much care about that anymore.
“Have patience,” Papa urged almost daily. “Thank God that we are alive and together.”
He believed that our friends and Romanov relatives were secretly making plans to rescue
us. Alexei was convinced that one of these nights we’d be awakened by loyal Russians who had
come to save us—maybe not to go home to Tsarskoe Selo or to Livadia, but to a place where we

	
  

220	
  

would be welcome. In time the Russian people would understand that Papa was still their
Batiushka, their Little Father, and they would rise up and demand that he be recognized again as
the Tsar of All the Russias.
“It might not be exactly as it was before, but it will be very good,” Alexei said firmly. “I
am absolutely sure of it.”
“Absolutely positively?” I teased.
“Absolutely positively and no doubt whatsoever!” he insisted passionately.

It was not easy, OTMA now living in such close quarters, four of us and our camp beds
and clothes and pictures and books all in one room. I thought I knew exactly where Olga’s
notebook was hidden—in a box under her bed, probably still masquerading as a book of
mathematics although possibly wearing a new disguise. But Olga had no privacy in which to
write in the notebook, and I had almost no chance to see what she’d written, if she had.
Then one day when everyone else had gone out into the small fenced yard to play at an
improvised croquet set and I had volunteered to run back to Mama’s room to fetch her shawl, I
seized the chance to find the notebook, and succeeded.
How do they do it? I practice on the piano that is laughably out of tune and try to lose
myself in the music, in order not to think. Meanwhile, Mashka charms the soldiers with her
questions about their families, Tanya plagues us constantly to keep our room neat, Papa and
Lyosha play checkers with the soldiers, and Mama writes letter after letter to Anya, to Sophie
Buxhoeveden, to Countess Benckendorff, to Lili. And poor Nastya! She appears to be suffering
from lovesickness, but at least she has stopped making her usual annoying jokes.
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“Annoying jokes”? What was she talking about? That was annoying enough, but

“suffering from lovesickness”? Had she noticed what I had tried so hard to conceal?
Olga had written more, but there was no time to read it. They were calling to me from the
yard, and I stuffed the notebook back in the box under her bed and ran downstairs. Then I
remembered that I had forgotten to fetch Mama’s shawl.
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Chapter 21. Tobolsk – Autumn 1917

The single best thing that happened last summer was Gleb’s promised surprise. He was
writing a story about a twelve-year-old bear named Mishka Toptiginsky who was trying to free
the imprisoned Tsar of Mishkoslavia and restore him to his throne. Since Dr. Botkin’s medical
bag was routinely searched, he smuggled Gleb’s story, page by page, in his boot.
Gleb illustrated the tale with watercolor paintings. All the characters were animals. The
guards were monkeys, but there were also dogs, cats, pigs—all perfectly pictured in uniform—
and a cigar-smoking rabbit-mayor of the city. The arrival of the latest pages became the highlight
of our day, and Dr. Botkin left them with us when he had gone to visit his other patients—he was
now seeing sick people in the town, where there was a great need for a physician—and for
another hour we read and reread the latest installment of the story and examined every detail of
the exquisite watercolors. Alexei adored it, of course, because it was especially for him. I loved it
because it was my only contact with Gleb.
The hot, dusty summer ended, and the September weather was actually quite pleasant.
Alexei had not been sick for some time. The mansion was crowded but fairly comfortable.
Kharitonov and the other servants made sure that we followed the same schedule we always had,
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and that made us feel that our lives were normal—even if they weren’t. We were making the best
of things, as Papa said we must.
And another good thing happened: the unexpected arrival of our English tutor, Mr.
Gibbes.
After we’d left for Siberia, he was finally permitted to collect his things from the palace,
and he set out on the long journey by train and boat for Tobolsk. Now here he was, sitting with
us in the governor’s mansion, drinking tea and eating little sugar cakes sent to us by the convent
nuns.
We talked until dinnertime, chattering in English because Gibbes’s Russian was still
shaky. With our two tutors with us, Dr. Botkin and Mama’s and Papa’s friends, our life was a
little like it once was. We could pretend for a while that we were actually staying in one of the
damp and dreary Polish hunting lodges that we used to complain about.
“The next time Colonel Kobylinsky inquires if we need something,” Alexei suggested,
“Nastya should ask if he could provide a stuffed aurochs, one of those long-horned wild oxen
that used to scare us at Bialowieza. Maybe one for each of us, and we could pretend that we’re in
Poland instead of Siberia.”
We were laughing so much that two of the guards—the less friendly ones, as it
happened—stomped into our sitting room, demanded to know what we were laughing at, and
ordered us to speak Russian.
As long as Colonel Kobylinsky was in charge, we felt safe, but at the end of September
that changed when two civilian commissars, Pankratov and Nikolsky, arrived. These government
officials had authority over us, and over the colonel, too. Pankratov was politely formal and
seemed to like us, or at least not to despise us. Nikolsky was just the opposite—bad tempered
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and ill mannered. Whenever there was a chance to be insulting or mean, he seized it. Papa was
starved for news of what was happening in Petrograd and Moscow and the rest of the world
outside Russia, and he asked repeatedly if he might receive newspapers. Pankratov promised to
see that newspapers would arrive, but none did, except the local paper that had hardly anything
in it except items about events in Tobolsk.
Weeks later Nikolsky took pleasure in telling Papa that Kerensky had been forced out by
the Bolsheviks, the militant group that had opposed the Provisional Government and hated our
family, and that he had left Petrograd and gone into hiding. The Bolsheviks had taken over. They
were running everything. We wished we knew where Kerensky had gone, and if he was
somehow plotting to return. Neither Pankratov nor Nikolsky would say, and Colonel Kobylinsky
didn’t seem to know any more than Papa did.
Papa couldn’t even find out what was happening to the war with Germany. He clutched at
stray wisps of rumor that floated into Tobolsk from far away. A man named Lenin seemed to
have enormous sway over events, but Papa dismissed that as baseless rumor—he thought that
Lenin, and another man, Leon Trotsky, were simply German agents sent to disrupt the army.
When he heard that those two were now running the government he could not believe it.
My father was deeply distressed. The country was clearly going from bad to worse. He
said he regretted that he’d abdicated. “I believed I was doing what was best for Russia,” he said
sadly. “And in fact I have done her an ill turn.”
Mama tried to soothe him, assuring him he had done all he could, but he could not be
comforted. He was weeping, and I had hardly ever in my life seen my father cry.
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We had classes every morning with our tutors. Every afternoon we walked back and

forth, back and forth, in our little enclosure for an hour, but Papa was distressed at not getting
enough exercise. Kobylinsky, as always, tried to help; he had trunks of trees brought in and
provided saws and axes, and Papa and Monsieur Gilliard began cutting up the trees into
firewood. After dinner a priest came from the nearby church we were no longer allowed to attend
and said our evening prayers with us. We sewed and knitted and listened as Papa read aloud. The
days grew shorter and the weather colder. Petrograd felt like a million miles away and Tsarskoe
Selo existed only in a dream.
When Olga had her twenty-second birthday, the cooks baked a cake for her, and I stole a
look at her notebook and wished I hadn’t.
Twenty-two today. A prisoner for more than a year. Every day is like the one before it.
Sometimes I am appalled at Father’s patience. How does he do it? The one good thing is that
our hair has grown back, and I no longer hate looking in the mirror. Tanya, Mashka, and I are
very thin—too thin—Mother, too.
But not Nastya: she’s round as a dumpling, like a pirozhok on legs. Illogical as it seems,
I do believe that something was going on between her and Gleb. I saw the looks that passed
between them during the journey here last summer when they thought no one would notice. Of
course it can go nowhere—the poor boy is not even permitted to cross the street. If we ever leave
this place—and I doubt that we will, although I say nothing, keep that entirely to myself—Mother
would never allow a match between the son of a beloved doctor and a grand duchess, even the
youngest of four with not much value on the marriage market. Gleb used to say said he intended
to become a priest. Even if he changed his mind, Mother wouldn’t change hers. Poor little
Nastya! How sad she looks that he is not allowed to visit here.
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I quickly got over her insulting remark—a dumpling on legs!—and read and re-read what

she had to say about Gleb. Oh, Olya, dear Olya, you’re right about me and about Gleb, too, but I
hope you’re wrong about everything else.

The Siberian winter closed in with an iron grip. I had never been so cold in my life. We
called our bedroom “the ice house” when the skin that formed on the water in our basins had to
be cracked every morning. We wore our coats and felt boots all day and piled coats on top of
blankets when we crept into our freezing beds at night. Mama’s fingers became so stiff that she
could hardly hold knitting needles.
Not only cold, but bored. We did whatever we could think of to stave off boredom. Papa
and Monsieur Gilliard chopped wood and stacked it—they’d gotten quite good at that while we
were still at Tsarskoe Selo. Olga was a surprise—she handled an axe as easily as if she’d been
raised as a woodcutter’s daughter. After each heavy snowfall Papa climbed up on the roof with a
shovel to clear it off, although that may have been an excuse for him to have a look out over the
fence. In the evenings Papa read to us, while we tried to mend our ragged clothes or to knit
fingerless gloves or played cards with Alexei. Alexei was mad about bezique.
Gilliard and Gibbes were more ambitious; they adapted scenes from plays and coaxed us
to act them out. Chekhov was their favorite. Alexei loved to stomp around with a fake mustache
and hold forth in a deep voice, and he even convinced Dr. Botkin to take the part of a country
doctor.
At first Dr. Botkin had refused. “Someone must be your audience, Alexei Nikolaivich,”
he said.
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But Alexei was insistent. “You’re the only one who can bring authenticity to the role,” he

pleaded, and that eventually persuaded the doctor, leaving Mama, Chef Kharitonov, Trupp the
valet, and a few others as our audience.
One day I scraped the frost off the corner of a pane of glass and looked out, hoping to
catch a glimpse of Gleb passing by with his father or sister. I was disappointed, as usual, but I
did see a woman gazing up at our windows and recognized Baroness Buxhoeveden.
“Mashka, come look!” I shouted. “It’s Sophie!”
Marie rushed to the window, we cleared another pane, and the two of us jumped up and
down like wild things. Baroness Buxhoeveden smiled and waved, but in an instant the guards
were pointing their bayonets at her, probably thinking she was sending us a coded signal. Thank
God, Kobylinsky arrived just in time, and we watched him escort her into the Kornilov house
across the street.
“She’ll be coming over here soon,” I said.
We felt sure that after her long journey from Petrograd the baroness would be allowed to
visit us, but when Mama inquired, Commissar Pankratov told her that her request had to be
referred to “the soldiers’ soviet”—whatever that was—for discussion. A few days later, Mama
asked again. This time the commissar said that the soviet was “afraid of excesses.” It seemed that
the more the soldiers saw how much Mama wanted to see her friend, the more determined they
were that she should not be granted permission, just to punish her.
“Maybe at Christmastime they’ll allow us just a brief visit,” Mama said. “Surely that’s
not an excess.”
We’d labored for weeks making simple gifts for each of the loyal servants who’d bravely
and unselfishly chosen to share our fate. And we had a Christmas tree, a small one cut for us by
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one of the few friendly soldiers who, I thought, must have succumbed to “Marie’s saucers.” We
spent hours devising decorations for it made from bits of colorful wool and Mama’s tiny
paintings of holly and berries.
“It’s possibly the handsomest tree we’ve ever had,” I said, and my sisters were kind
enough not to call that an outright lie.
On Christmas Eve, surrounded by guards, we crunched through the most recent snowfall
to the little nearby church for Mass. We were hopeful that Baroness Buxhoeveden might be
there, too, and we would be able to see her and perhaps even to exchange a Christmas kiss. I, of
course, wished desperately that Dr. Botkin and his son and daughter would be allowed to attend
the same Mass. But none of the people we longed to see were there—just the usual sullen
soldiers with their rifles and bayonets.
Our situation worsened when the priest made the mistake of praying for the tsar and his
family. That prayer had always been the custom, but it had been eliminated since Papa’s
abdication, and when the soldiers heard it they were furious. After that, we weren’t allowed to go
back to the church at all, at any time. Just one more thing to break poor Mama’s heart.
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Chapter 22. Prisoners – 1918

Early in the new year we decided to build a snow mountain in the exercise yard, like the
one our servants had once helped us make at Tsarskoe Selo. Remembering the fun we’d had
racing our sleds down that mountain, we set to work shoveling snow into a great heap, stopping
occasionally to fling snowballs and to chase each other around our little mountain as it grew
higher. With everybody helping—even a few soldiers—it took almost two weeks to build our
mountain and then to carry water, some thirty buckets of it, to pour over it. The water sometimes
froze between the tap in the kitchen and the piled-up snow, but eventually we managed to create
a toboggan run. Kharitonov supplied roasting pans and metal trays, and we immensely enjoyed
sliding down on our improvised “toboggans.”
About this time we learned that the regiment of older soldiers—the ones we got along
with best—was being sent away. Some of them came secretly to say goodbye. On the day the
regiment left, Papa and Alexei climbed to the top of the ice mountain from which they could
look out over the fence and watch as the men marched off. They were immediately spotted by
guards. Within an hour a detachment of soldiers stormed into the exercise yard with shovels and
picks and tore down our lovely little mountain while we watched helplessly.
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From then on it was just one thing after another. New soldiers, young recruits, arrived,

revolutionaries who made it plain that they hated us. Guards were now posted inside the house,
as well as outside. They drew disgusting pictures on the wooden fence that we couldn’t help
seeing. Even “Marie’s saucers” and her engaging ways didn’t make things any better, and she
didn’t even want to try.
Some of these hostile new soldiers demanded that Papa remove the epaulettes from the
shoulders of the army uniform he wore every day. These were the insignia of a colonel, the only
rank he’d held, even when he was in command of the Russian army. Papa, who was usually very
agreeable in order not to upset anyone, stubbornly refused. His father, Tsar Alexander, had
awarded him those epaulettes, and he was going to wear them, no matter what. When Prince
Dolgorukov persuaded him that it would be better for everybody if he obeyed the order, Papa
finally gave in—sort of. He wore a cape concealing them whenever he went out into the exercise
yard.
Mama sent a message to Baroness Buxhoeveden through Dr. Botkin that she would stand
at her window every day at one o’clock, when they had finished lunch, and Sophie would stand
at hers. Day after day, that is what they did, bundled in their warmest coats and wrapped in
scarves, the windows open for a few minutes. I heard Mama speaking, and I could just make out
that Isa was also speaking, but I couldn’t make out a word of either one.
When I asked Mama, she explained, “I have no idea what she’s saying. The sentries
would not allow us to have an actual conversation, and so we pretend we do.”
Each week brought us new worries and new hardships.
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Kobylinsky, looking ten years older than he had only a few months earlier, told Papa that

he wanted to resign. He explained that he didn’t have control over the soldiers any more and felt
he could not longer help us.
“A transfer to Vladivostok?” Papa whispered to him. “Is that no longer a possibility?”
Kobylinsky shook his head.
Papa pleaded with him not to leave. Finally Kobylinsky agreed to stay on, at least for a
while, but soon after, the two civilian commissars, Pankratov and Nikolsky, were dismissed. We
had no idea what to make of that.

Late in the winter we were told that it was costing the new government too much money
to feed us. We would have to let go at least half of our servants, which was sad because many of
them had families here and would now have no way too support them. That included most of the
kitchen staff; only Kharitonov and the young kitchen boy, Lenka, would stay. Also, we were
going to be put on soldiers’ rations. No more butter or coffee, they announced sternly, and that
made me laugh because it was almost the start of the Great Fast when we never ate butter
anyway. Besides, we all drink tea, not coffee.
Intolerable, we whispered among ourselves—but we had to tolerate it.
One of those who had to be let go was Shura. Gilliard arranged for her to move out of her
cubicle in the Kornilov house and into a small apartment nearby. I think it was an arrangement
they both liked, and of course we teased them mercilessly. Shura promised to come to see us
every day, but we quickly learned that was forbidden.
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There was a new rule, Gilliard said. No one in the Kornilov house could go anywhere

unless accompanied by a guard. “The guards dislike it and sometimes refuse,” he told us. “I have
to bribe them to take me to see Shura.”

“If we’re going to be rescued, I hope it happens soon,” Alexei said one evening, speaking
aloud what all of us were silently praying for.
Mama believed that our prayers were about to be answered when her maid, Anna
Demidova, repeated a rumor that she’d heard whispered in one of the shops: a man named Boris
Soloviev who had married Rasputin’s daughter was raising money to arrange a rescue. In
addition to hiring armed guards, our rescuers would have to secure a river boat or several
sleighs—depending on the time of year—to take us to a train that would also have to be secured
to carry us all the way to Vladivostok. That it was Father Grigory’s son-in-law in charge of the
plans convinced Mama we were soon to be saved. She even had a name for the rescue
organization: The Brotherhood of St. John of Tobolsk.
We waited tensely. The days dragged on. We heard nothing, but Mama’s faith didn’t
falter.	
  
The cold deepened. I anticipated the hour we were allowed for outside exercise in the
frigid cold, and then I could hardly wait to rush back inside where it was slightly above freezing.
Amazingly, despite the privations, we were all fairly healthy—even Alexei—although everyone
but me, the dumpling on legs, was bone-thin. Every day Dr. Botkin came to look at our throats,
take our temperatures, and listen to Mama’s heart. Then we asked anxiously if he had brought
more stories about Mishka Toptiginsky and another of Gleb’s paintings.
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Dr. Botkin looked weary. His elegantly tailored blue suits hung on his large frame, his

immaculate white shirts were yellowing, and he had apparently exhausted his supply of French
cologne that had always been the clue to my sisters and me that he was somewhere nearby. I
waited hungrily for him to say something, anything at all, about Gleb, and I was relieved when
Mama asked about him.
“I have spoken again to Gleb about entering the priesthood, once this situation has come
to an end and we leave here,” he said.
Mama beamed. “Such a lovely boy!” she said. “So good and pure! I believe he’s well
suited to become a priest. He would minister well to those who were in his care.”
“But he claims to have changed his mind about it. He seems to be more interested now in
pursuing the life of an artist,” said the doctor. He reached in his medical bag for his stethoscope.
“Or perhaps there is some other reason that he hasn’t mentioned.”
I felt my face grow hot—even in that freezing room. Was I the reason? That was too
much to hope for, but the one thing I had clung to during the dark weeks of our imprisonment
was the notion that Gleb might care for me as I cared for him. I wondered if he thought of me,
and I had to believe he did.
When I did sometimes catch a glimpse of him, after a patient hour or two spent staring
through a small opening I’d melted in the thick frost covering the window, I imagined
conversations we might have as we walked along together. We would talk about art, of course,
and share our dreams of the future and memories of the past—Livadia, the Standart, the beach at
Peterhof where he found the sea glass as green as his eyes.
* * * *
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Alexei hadn’t been bleeding for some time, and we were grateful for that. But there was a

wildness in him that could not be controlled. He took it into his head to try using one of our
metal trays as a toboggan and the stairs as a toboggan slide. No one saw what he was up to until
it was too late. We heard the clattering as he made his first run, and then his cry when he fell off.
It didn’t take long for the bleeding to start inside his body. The pain increased until it must have
been unbearable. I stoppered my ears against the sound of his screams, but Mama never left his
side. It was like the terrible time at Spala all over again. The two doctors did everything they
could, but there was no Father Grigory to perform a miracle. Eventually the pain eased, and
slowly Alexei got better.
But the news from beyond our prison got worse. When Papa learned that the new
Bolshevik government had signed a peace treaty with Germany, he broke down in tears—only
the second time I had seen my father weep. “A disgrace!” he sobbed. “Suicide for Russia, the
death of my beloved country!”
My sisters and I listened in silence, not knowing what to say or do until Marie went to
him and put her arms around his neck.
Pankratov was recalled to Moscow, now the capital instead of Petrograd. A new
commissar was coming to take his place. We speculated who this new commissar would be. At
first Papa thought it might be Leon Trotsky, who was running the Bolshevik government with
Lenin. Then one day, when the spring thaw was turning the frozen ground to muddy slush, this
new person rode into Tobolsk with dozens of horsemen. We watched them pass, their horses and
their uniforms covered in mud. But not long after, the man at the head of the cavalry appeared at
the governor’s mansion in a clean uniform, introduced himself as Vasily Vasilyevich Yakovlev,
and asked if he might have tea with Mama and Papa. OTMA was not invited, but we studied him
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carefully as he arrived. He was tall and strong looking, and he made a good impression by
addressing Mama and Papa as “Your Majesty” and bowing, but he didn’t tell them why he had
come. He was taken to meet Alexei and seemed really concerned that my brother wasn’t able to
bend his leg.
My parents were both very nervous about this man. Every change seemed to be a bad
omen, and not knowing what was about to happen had everyone on edge. A couple of days went
by, and we still didn’t know what was going to happen. But we had no more whispered
conversations about plans to rescue us.
“Vasily Vasilyevich speaks well,” Papa said. He was nervously smoking one of the last
of his cigarettes. “He seems like an educated man.”
“I don’t trust him,” Mama said. “I don’t trust what he’s been sent here to do. There is a
shifty look to his eye that I don’t like.” She turned to Tatiana. “Perhaps you girlies can find
something to do in your room while I discuss matters further with your father.”
Tatiana, Marie, and I rose obediently and started to leave, but Olga didn’t move. For
months Olga had said little, dispirited and sunk in her own dark thoughts. Now suddenly she
rebelled. “We want to know what’s happening,” she announced. “We are no longer children. We
might have been ‘girlies’ in Tsarskoe Selo, but we are not ‘girlies’ in Siberia—not any of us,
neither Tanya nor I, and not Mashka, and not Nastya either. And Lyosha, too, must know—he’s
not ‘Baby.’ These months as prisoners have made us adults.”
Papa smiled wanly and Mama looked stunned, but after a moment she said “All right. I
agree. We will keep nothing from you. I believe that Yakovlev has come to take us to Moscow
and put your father on trial. But so far he has not told us. He had brought a telegraph machine
with him and a telegraph operator who keeps him direct communication with Moscow. His
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orders come from there.” She sighed. “But I still have faith that God will see to it that we are
rescued. Our fate is in His hands.”
Then, one day as sleet beat relentlessly against our windows and we had decided to forgo
the hour of outdoor exercise, Yakovlev came to the governor’s mansion. He had received orders
to take us from Tobolsk to an undisclosed destination, but that because Alexei still could not
walk and was clearly an invalid, only Papa would be taken and the rest of us would stay behind.
“I refuse to go,” Papa said. “I will not be separated from my family.”
Yakovlev reasoned with him, explaining that, if he did not go willingly, he would be
taken forcibly. Yakovlev promised to be personally responsible for my father’s safety. Then he
added, “You may take anyone with you that you wish, but you must be ready to leave at four
o’clock tomorrow morning.”
As soon as Yakovlev had gone, Papa sent for Kobylinsky. “Where do you think they’ll
take me?” he asked.
Kobylinsky frowned and shrugged. “I have been told only that the journey will take four
or five days.”
“Moscow, then?”
“Perhaps.”
No one slept that night. I had never seen Mama so upset, so torn. On the one hand she felt
compelled to go with Papa, to be with him for whatever he faced. If he was to be put on trial in
Moscow, then she wanted to be at his side. On the other hand, Alexei was still unable to walk
and was far from well. How could she bring herself to leave him?
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“For the first time in my life, I don’t know what to do,” she said, burying her hands in her

hair—it had turned completely gray in the past months. “I’ve always felt inspired by God to help
me make a decision, but now I simply can’t think!”
Olga, Marie, and I sat close to her, weeping helplessly, but Tatiana—always the strong
one—immediately took charge. She ran downstairs and returned with Monsieur Gilliard.
“Your Majesty,” he said. “Alexei’s crisis is past. Go with your husband with the
complete assurance that I will take responsibility for the care of your son. ”
Mama gazed at Gilliard for a moment or two, and then her face became calm and her
hands relaxed in her lap. “Yes,” she said. “Yes, you’re right. I’ll go with Nicky, and you will stay
here.” She looked at us thoughtfully. “One of you must come with me.”
“But which of us, Mama?” I asked. My head was whirling. I did not want to go, but I also
did not be left behind.
“Decide among yourselves,” she said.
We looked at each other. “Tanya,” Olga said. “Tanya would be best.”
“No,” Tatiana said. “No, I think it best if I stay here to oversee the household and help
Zhillik with Lyosha. Mashka is the most cheerful of the four of us, the most reliable and
therefore best able to be helpful to Mama. She should go.”
At first I had thought it should be Olga, the eldest OTMA, but her spirits had been so low
that I began to feel she might have a depressing effect on our parents. And so I agreed with
Tatiana’s choice. “Yes, it must be Mashka.”
Marie looked from one to another. We each nodded. “All right then,” she said. “Of
course I will go.”
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More decisions were made. Anna Demidova, Mama’s maid, would also go with them,

although she was plainly terrified. So would Papa’s valet, Trupp, and Kharitonov and his kitchen
boy, Lenka.
Dr. Botkin, Prince Dolgorukov, and General Tatischev came to take tea with us, as they
did every evening and listened as Papa explained the plan they’d agreed upon. Dolgorukov
immediately announced that he, too, would go, and Papa gripped his hand gratefully.
“Of course I will accompany you,” Dr. Botkin said, quietly and I stopped crying into my
handkerchief long enough to stare at him. “Dr. Derevenko will remain here as Alexei’s
physician.”
Mama was surprised, too. “But your children? Gleb and Tatiana? You will leave them?”
“I will make arrangements for them. My duty has always been with Your Majesties.”
What arrangements? I wanted to ask, but I dared not.

The hours passed much too quickly. Clothes were packed and repacked, last minute
instructions given, goodbyes said, rivers of tears shed. We still didn’t know where they were
being taken, or when we would be able to join them. Yakovlev nervously shouted orders,
directing people into the clumsy peasant carts lined with straw swept up from a pigsty. Mama
was swathed in Dr. Botkin’s fur coat, and someone was sent to fetch another coat for him. Marie
was to ride with Mama. Papa was not allowed to ride with them but was ordered into an open
carriage with Yakovlev. Prince Dolgorukov, Dr. Botkin, and the others were directed to carts.
Guardsmen mounted on restless horses waited to accompany them.
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Then a signal was given and they clattered away, leaving the street deserted and eerily

silent. We climbed upstairs, numb with fear. I remember hardly anything about the rest of that
day, but the next day I read this in Olga’s notebook:
The world is a dark, dark place. Our family now wrenched apart, parents and one sister
taken away, who knows to what place, for what purpose? Tanya stands ready to keep us going
here until the next terrible thing happens. She’s so much stronger than I am. Nastya, too. Father
and Mother continue to cling to the belief that we will be rescued, somehow, by someone, but
who? I have no hope of rescue. I have no hope of anything good happening. The only hope I
have is that I am wrong about everything.
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PART V.
FATE, 1918
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Chapter 23. Love and Fear – April 1918

Now we know where they are: Kobylinsky himself delivered the telegram from Mama
saying that they’ve been detained in Ekaterinburg, somewhere on the eastern slope of the Urals.
No explanation. We discuss it, wondering why there and not Moscow. Kobylinsky seems as
puzzled as we are.
At Easter our little household gathers to worship together. I can’t help remembering how
it used to be, the glorious midnight service, the candles and the incense and the singing, and the
magnificent feast we always enjoyed afterward. Kharitonov somehow procures a few eggs and a
little cheese for us, and we weep with gratitude. Tatiana and Olga have grown thin as knife
blades—Alexei, too. Even I am no longer “round as a barrel,” as my sisters always teased.
Since the letter came from Mama with the instructions to “dispose of the medicines,” we
have worked diligently. We brought chests of jewels with us from Tsarskoe Selo—not to wear,
but to provide the money we will need when we are finally rescued. No one bothered to search
us, but Mama and Papa had been taken away from Tobolsk so suddenly that there was no time to
hide the jewels in their clothes, and we may not be so lucky next time. Sometimes we sing songs
or tell stories to try to keep our spirits up, while we sew the jewels into our corsets or wherever
else we can think to conceal them.
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We have constructed “double brassieres,” sewing two together with jewels wrapped in

cotton batting from Dr. Derevenko’s medical supplies and stitched between the layers. We try on
these strange garments and double over with laughter at the big bosoms we have suddenly
developed.
“Do you remember, Tanya, when I didn’t yet have a bosom and you insisted I must not
use that word but say ‘figure’ instead, because it was much nicer?”
“I was simply trying to make you more ladylike,” she says.
“Well, you failed miserably,” I tell her.

We’re glad when we get letters from Marie, although they never deliver good news. Two
weeks ago she described how they had been searched when they arrived in Ekaterinburg: “We
weren’t allowed to unpack our suitcases until hours after we arrived, because they had gone
through everything, including the medicines and candy. Dolgorukov was arrested almost as soon
as we arrived when it was found he was carrying thousands of rubles. We have not seen him and
don’t know what’s happened to him.”
There is much to be done, but this type of sewing is boring. It occupies my hands but
gives me too much time to think. Mostly I think of Gleb. He and his sister are alone across the
street, their father probably now in Ekaterinburg, along with our parents. The last time Dr.
Botkin came here, he brought two more of Gleb’s paintings of Mishka the Bear to show us, but
he took them back again. I wish that I’d been allowed to keep one of them—something of Gleb’s
to have, besides the piece of sea glass.
Soon we will be leaving here to join our parents. I wonder if Gleb and his sister will be
permitted to come with us. It’s impossible to guess what is going to happen next. I wish I could

	
  

243	
  

see him again, spend a little time together. Sometimes when I can’t sleep, or when I’m tired of
“disposing of the medicine,” I stand at the window, hoping he’ll pass below and that he’ll look
up at the right moment and wave.
If he does, I will blow him a kiss.
A kiss. I have never kissed Gleb, and that’s what I have begun to wish for: one kiss. If I
told my sisters, they would certainly laugh at me, or tell me how foolish I am even to think of
such nonsense. And yet I can’t help thinking of it. I awaken in the night thinking of it, and I think
of it while I stitch jewels into my clothes.

We have almost finished “disposing of the medicine.” Two days ago I unstrung the
diamond and pearl necklace that my parents gave me, a jewel on each birthday and name day for
sixteen years, and I have concealed most of them in my corset. When I got to the last diamond, I
had an idea. It’s a dangerous idea, but it won’t go away.
I think of Anton Ivanovich, the guard who seems to have a crush on Marie. Anton’s crush
is on my sister, not on me, but I wonder now if I can persuade him to help me. I drop the
diamond into my pocket and leave it there. It would be a grave risk to offer Anton the diamond
as a gift. Suppose he accepts the gift and then reports my attempt to bribe him to his
commanding officer? Or doesn’t accept, and still reports me?
Anton Ivanovich is not my only problem. What if Olga or Tatiana finds out? Olga
probably wouldn’t care; she might even be sympathetic. But Tatiana would no doubt be
horrified.
I decide to risk it all. I will do anything for a few minutes with Gleb.
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The guardhouse where Anton is on duty is by the front entrance of the mansion. I wait

and watch for an opportunity. Three days pass. Then one day when we’re in the salon, about to
go down for our lunch, someone knocks and shouts up the main stairs that he has a letter for us.
“It’s that guard who’s in love with Mashka,” Tatiana says.
I’m already on my feet. “I’ll go and see,” I volunteer quickly and run out of the salon and
down the stairs.
“Good morning, Anastasia Nikolaevna,” he says politely and holds out a letter.
“Yes, yes, thank you, Anton Ivanovich.” I steer him toward the door, open my hand, and
show him glittering diamond. “Something for your trouble,” I add in a whisper. “And I need to
ask you a favor.”
He stares at the diamond I’m holding in my palm and then at me, shaking his head. I’m
afraid he’s going to refuse me outright, or say something so loudly that we’ll be given away
before I can even explain what it is that I want.
“What?” he says softly, but he still hasn’t taken the diamond.
“I need to have a conversation with Gleb Evgenievich. A private conversation—do you
understand? Not for long—just for a few minutes. In the guardhouse, perhaps?” Anton is still
gaping at me rather stupidly, and I know that I have to convince him quickly before my sisters
descend and put an end to my plot, which, I can see plainly, is weak and far from foolproof. “I
want to say goodbye to him, and I may not have another chance, because I believe we may soon
be separated and never see each other again. Oh, Anton, please! Have you ever been in love?
Surely you must understand what I’m asking!”
I see his features go through a shift, from puzzlement and suspicion, then veering toward
understanding. “I do understand. And I hope you understand that I’m an honorable person, and if
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my mother and my sister were not in such great need, I would not consider taking what you are
offering me.”
“You’ll do it then?”
He reaches out his hand, and I drop the diamond into his palm. His fingers close around
it.
“When?” I ask.
He falls silent for a moment. My sisters are coming down the stairs, Gilliard carrying
Alexei. “Nastya?” Tatiana calls. “Nastya! Lunch is being served! What are you doing?”
“I have to arrange it. I’ll speak to you later.” The door slams shut behind him.
“Whatever was that about, Nastya?” Olga asks curiously.
“Oh, poor Anton!” I say, laughing. “He wondered if we’d had any word from Mashka.”
The letter he brought is from Marie. Tatiana reads it aloud.
Everything here is in a terrible state. Dirt and filth everywhere, everything disturbed and
destroyed. They have gone through everything we have with their dirty hands—even the paper
I’m using to write to you has been soiled. Everyone who comes into the house comes to inspect
our rooms, go through our things. It’s impossible to write about anything cheerful, because there
is no cheerfulness here. But God does not abandon us. The sun shines, the birds sing, and this
morning we heard the church bells ringing. Oh my dearest ones, how I do long to see you!
We avoid looking at each other. Olga sighs, and finally Tatiana says, “We must be
strong.”

It is all I can do to stay calm until I hear from Anton. There is still the chance that he will
simply keep the diamond and do nothing. Or that I have asked him to perform something that is
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clearly impossible. I have no idea how he is going to get the information to me—will we have to
wait until there is another letter to deliver?
But I have underestimated Anton. When he comes to unlock the door to the exercise
yard, he has a drawing for Alexei Nikolaevich, sent by Gleb Evgenievich. This is unusual—I can
scarcely believe that it has been allowed. But I see the commissar’s official stamp on a little
sketch of a mouse wearing a chef’s apron and standing in front of a kitchen stove. A clock on the
wall shows hands pointing to one o’clock ,and a calendar page is turned to tomorrow’s date.
“See?” Anton says. “One o’clock. He must be preparing lunch.”
Alexei points out the crescent moon shining through a tiny window. “It’s not lunch. It
must be a late night snack.”
“Well, there you are,” says Anton, glancing quickly at me.
“How strange,” Olga remarks when Anton has again taken up his position by the door
and stares blankly into space. “I wonder why Gleb has sent this?”
I shrug, turned away so she won’t see my face.
With Marie gone, the bed next to mine is empty. I miss her. If she were here, I might tell
her about my plan—or I might not. I lie awake, my eyes wide open, and I hope that my sisters
are sleeping soundly. If anyone stirs, I will explain that I’m going to the lavatory. Sometime after
midnight I slip out of bed and creep down the service stairs to the little hall next to the pantry.
The outside door opens to the fenced-in yard with a path leading to the kitchen. This door is kept
padlocked from the outside except when the servants are carrying our meals from the kitchen to
the pantry. I try the door. It’s still locked. Anton has not come to unlock it. My hands shaking, I
try again. Minutes pass, but it feels much longer. Something has gone wrong. I fight back tears
of disappointment.
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Then I hear a click and a snap, sounds of a padlock being opened and removed. The door

opens easily and I step out into the yard. There is no moon. A cold wind blasts, and the path to
the kitchen building is slick with ice. I struggle to keep my footing, shove hard on the door to the
kitchen, and nearly fall through when it flies open.
Gleb is there, waiting for me, and he pulls me inside and closes the door. We stare at each
other, our eyes getting used to the dark. I’m grinning like a fool. He reaches out and touches my
cheek. I take his hand, bring it to my lips, and kiss his fingertips. “You arranged this, Nastya?”
he asks.
“I wanted to see you,” I tell him. “It’s such a long time since we’ve spoken—not since
last summer on the Rus.”
“I’m afraid we won’t see each other even now,” Gleb says, and I can hear the smile in his
voice. “Anton says we must not even strike a match.” He tucks my hands inside his coat to warm
them. “Have you heard from your parents?”
“We’re to be taken to Ekaterinburg soon to join them. And you, too?”
“We’ve been told that we won’t be granted an entry permit at Ekaterinburg, and we’re
likely to be put in prison if we go. I’m willing to take the risk, but my sister believes we should
stay here.”
I lean my head against Gleb’s chest. I can hear his heartbeat. “We may never see each
other again.” My voice is shaking. I don’t want to spoil these few minutes we’ll have together
with tears.
Gleb’s lips brush my brow. “I know. But we have so little time, and there is something I
wish to say to you before we part. I love you, Anastasia Nikolaevna, and if it is ever possible, I
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will ask your father’s permission to marry you. He will surely refuse, but that will not stop me
from loving you, now and always.”
I smile through the tears I can’t hold back any longer. “And I love you, Gleb
Evgenievich, now and always.”
Gleb’s lips find my mouth and he kisses me, and I return the kiss. It’s as sweet as I knew
it would be.
There is a light tap on the door. “It’s Anton,” I whisper. I don’t want to move out of
Gleb’s arms.
“We must go. He’s risking everything. He could be shot for allowing us to be together.”
The knock on the door is more insistent. “God be with you and protect you,” I whisper
close to Gleb’s ear. “Now and always.”
“And with you, dearest Nastya.” Gleb makes the sign of the Cross over me and pushes
open the door. “Now and always.”
I step out into the black night and follow Anton. How is it possible to feel so happy and
so sad at the same time?

Kobylinsky is gone with no explanation. This frightens us. Every change frightens us,
because it’s never a change for the better. What does happen is that a beast named Rodionov
takes Kobylinsky’s place. Rodionov makes it clear that he hates us. He doesn’t believe that
Alexei is still not well enough to travel. After a visit in which he sees my brother lying in bed,
Rodionov sneaks back, probably thinking he will catch Alexei up and walking around with
nothing wrong.
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Rodionov does whatever he can to make increase our misery. He orders the locks

removed from our doors. All of them.
“I shall not be deceived!” he bellows. “I must be able to come here whenever I wish to
make sure none of the prisoners has escaped!”
It would be enough to make me laugh if it were not so stupid. If only escape were
possible! Even Monsieur Gilliard says the chances of our being rescued now are next to
impossible.
I know that I will never again have a chance to speak to Gleb, and I play our few precious
minutes together over and over in my head, like a scene from a film. But I still stand by the
window in our bedroom and hope that Gleb will pass by, and that he will look up for just a
second or two, and I will see him smile and, if no one is watching, wave to me.
I was at my window this morning, hoping as I still do every day, for a glimpse of Gleb,
just to know that he is still here, still alive. And there he was! He did glancedup—as I knew he
would—and I raised my hand and pressed it to the windowpane. Gleb raised his hand, too, and
for a moment we gazed at one another. Our bad luck, though, that Rodionov stepped out of the
Kornilov house just then and saw us. He shoved Gleb into the muddy street, shouting, “It is
forbidden for any person to look into the windows and to signal to another person! Anyone who
does so will be shot immediately!”
I gasped and took my hand away. Gleb picked himself up, ignoring Rodionov, and made
a little bow in the direction of where I stood. I blew him a kiss that he couldn’t see and watched
him as he continued down Freedom Street toward the river and vanished from sight.
* * * *
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The snows have melted and the ice is gone from the river. On Papa’s birthday word we

are told to be ready to leave the next day. Mama and Papa and Marie have been at Ekaterinburg
for five weeks, and no matter how awful it is there, we are glad to be going. We spend the day
preparing. We are not allowed to take much, but we pack or wear all the clothes and pillows in
which we’ve carefully hidden the jewels—minus only one diamond. I wonder about that
diamond. I haven’t seen Anton since the night he allowed Gleb and me to have our short time
together, and I wonder if somehow Rodionov found out about it. If he did, it would not have
gone well for Anton. I hope that, whatever fate has come to him, he somehow got the jewel to his
mother and that it will help her and his sister.
At noon we are escorted between rows of soldiers to the river steamer, Rus, which
brought us to Tobolsk months ago. We have our dogs with us. Nagorny is carrying Alexei. We
board the Rus, and I think back to last summer on this same boat when Gleb and I linked our
fingers and I felt sure that our lives had been joined. I was right, but this is not at all like last
summer.
My sisters and I are sent to a dark, damp cabin and told that we may not lock the door at
any time. A guard shuts Nagorny and Alexei in another cabin and padlocks the door. Gilliard
complains to the horrible Rodionov, reminding him that Alexei is sick and Dr. Derevenko needs
to be able to get to him when he’s needed.
Rodionov says nothing, but only sneers. The door remains locked.
After two days the steamer arrives at Tyumen, where sentries herd us like cattle onto a
waiting train. Gilliard is taken to a car somewhere at the end. The train rumbles out of the
station, headed west toward the Urals and Ekaterinburg. Heavy clouds close in, and rain begins
to fall in gray sheets.
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We are offered a little food during the journey, but none of us wants to eat. Eventually I

sleep, and when I wake up, we’re no longer moving. Daylight leaks in around the window
curtains, which we’re not allowed to open. I open them a little anyway and peek out. We’re near
a town, I think, but the train has not pulled into the station. This must be Ekaterinburg. Soon
we’ll be reunited with Mama and Papa and Marie, and that cheers me, because I’ve missed them
so much. But then I begin to worry what will happen next. My stomach aches.
The rain still falls, and mud thick as pudding is everywhere. Several carriages have drawn
up beside the train, and Rodionov barks orders: we are to gather up our belongings, get off the
train, and board the carriages. My sisters and I do as we’re told, sinking deep in the mud that
sucks at our boots. Mine are leaking. Tatiana tucks Ortino under one arm and drags a valise,
staggering through the mud. My spaniel, Jimmy, splashes after me. Nagorny carries Alexei, with
a thoroughly filthy Joy following them at the end of her leash. I look around for everyone who
came with us—Gilliard, Countess Hendrikova, dear Trina, General Tatishchev, and the
servants—but I don’t see them.
A soldier prods me painfully in the ribs with a rifle butt, but the thought that our family
will soon be united keeps me going. Tears wash down Olga’s face. I make a feeble joke: “I do
hope I have a clean pair of white gloves in my luggage.”
Tatiana stares at me as though I’ve gone mad. “You must be crazy, Nastya,” she says
dully.
“Just trying to make you smile,” I explain.
“I doubt we’ll ever find anything to smile about again.”
My sisters and I crowd into a carriage, two soldiers—one tall, one short—squeezed in
with us and our piles of luggage and the two dogs that gaze up at us helplessly. Nagorny and
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Alexei and his poor little Jimmy are being shoved into another carriage with Kharitonov and
Lenka, and two more soldiers. But where are Gilliard and the others? The first two carriages pull
away before I can see what happened, but I assume the others will follow.
Olga sits opposite me. She looks ill. “I have something to tell you, Nastya,” she says, and
her eyes gleam feverishly in her pale, thin face. “I’ve destroyed the secret OTMA notebook that
you’ve found so fascinating.” She watches me with a ghost of a smile. “I’m not joking.”
I stare at her, my mouth probably gaping. “You know?” I manage to gasp.
“Of course I know! I’ve known for quite a long time. Why do you think I’ve made it so
easy for you to find?”
My thoughts are scrambled; I can’t think what to say. I’ve been reading her secret
notebook for years, since she first fell in love with Lieutenant Voronov. In that time, as I’ve
grown up and changed, I’ve watched my oldest sister also change—from a beautiful, talented,
carefree young girl into a disappointed woman filled with bitter disillusionment.
“I don’t know,” I mumble. “Why did you?”
Olga shrugs. “I’m not sure. I suppose I wanted you to share something of my real life. To
show you that things are not quite so perfectly ordered as Mother and Father always wanted us to
believe.”
Tatiana is looking from one to another in something like shock. “What on earth are you
two talking about? What secret notebook?”
“Just some notes I made,” Olga explains, “besides our regular diaries that anyone could
read, although I don’t know who would want to, they’re always so dull. This was just for me to
read. Only Nastya found them, and when I realized she was reading them, I decided that maybe,
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since she’s the youngest OTMA, she might have more choices in her life than I did, or you, or
even Mashka. But as it turns out, none of us have any choices at all.”
“Don’t say that, Olya!” Tatiana orders. “You must not say such a thing! We must have
faith that everything will turn out as it should. Our fate is in the hands of a gracious God!”
Olga shakes her head and says nothing.
The soldiers glare at us. “Speak only Russian!” growls the fat one.
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Chapter 24. Ekaterinburg – June 1918

It is still raining when the four carriages draw up in front of a large white house
surrounded by a high wooden fence with a sentry stationed every few paces. We clamber out of
the carriages and rush up the stairs. Alexei and Nagorny follow from the second carriage, but the
other two carriages do not arrive. What happened to General Tatishchev, Countess Hendrikova,
and Trina Schneider? Dr. Derevenko, Baroness Buxhoeveden, Sidney Gibbes? And where is
Gilliard?
There is no time to think about that now. We let ourselves be caught up in the sweet joy
of being a reunited family, even though our happiness is dulled by the reality of our new prison.
The two-story house belonging to a merchant named Ipatiev is on a hillside in the middle of the
city. The first floor has been made into guardrooms, and the second floor converted into a series
of cells: the doors to the rooms taken off, and the windows nailed shut and then whitewashed so
that we can’t open them or look out. They’ve named it The House of Special Purpose.
There are five rooms and twelve people to share them—OTMA in one room and Mama,
Papa, and Alexei in another, the others finding beds in other rooms. All of our baggage has been
taken away and put into a room on the first floor—“for safe-keeping,” they tell us, grinning. We
can guess what that means. Marie has hung a sheet over the doorway to our room.
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Three men carrying revolvers lounge outside the rooms and watch us. These men are

terrible human beings. They will not allow us even to use the lavatory without one of them
following us. They have made crude drawings in the toilet and laugh and smirk and tell us to be
sure to look at them. It is too embarrassing for words.
In charge of our prison is a horrible person named Alexander Avadeyev.
“Ah, so these are the daughters of Nicholas, the blood-drinker!” he roared when we
arrived. It seems that he is always drunk. Or maybe he is always obnoxious.
We have been trying to find out what has happened to our friends and relatives. Most of
the news we get is very, very bad: Mama’s sister, our aunt Ella, was imprisoned in Perm, not far
from Ekaterinburg, and so was Papa’s brother, Misha. Two of his uncles and several cousins are
being held in the Fortress of Peter and Paul. In the midst of this wretchedness is a single bright
spot: our beloved aunt Olga has a baby boy and is managing to survive—very happily, she
wrote—somewhere in Crimea.
Now Kharnilov must take whatever food is sent from a community kitchen and prepare
our meals. We have tea and black bread for breakfast, and that seems to suit Papa. Occasionally
Kharnilov performs miracles and makes pirozhki, delicious dumplings, stretching a little meat
with potatoes and vegetables. Sometimes he does so well with what little he has that the soldiers
help themselves to it first, and we get whatever is left. Avadeyev is by far the worst of them. He
dips his filthy hands into our food, deliberately drips it on Papa and says, “You’ve had enough,
blood-sucker.”
But we are grateful for small blessings. Alexei and the fourteen-year-old kitchen helper,
Lenka, play checkers and card games when Lenka has a little free time. Alexei is teaching him to
play the balalaika, although he had to leave all but one behind at Tobolsk, and the one he brought
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is now missing one string. Lenka has taken the place of Dr. Derevenko’s son, who stayed behind
in Tobolsk with his mother.
One bleak day Kharnilov asks my sisters and me if we would like to learn to make bread.
It turns out to be quite interesting—measuring the flour, mixing the yeast and water, and then the
magic of watching the dough rise, and the delightful feel of sinking one’s fingers deep into the
dough and kneading it. Even the horrible guards behave more like human beings when the
delicious odor of baking bread wafts from the oven, and they beg for a piece of it before it has a
chance to cool.
We wash our own clothes, a chore that at least gives us something useful to do, but where
to put our underthings to dry that the brutish guards won’t make obscene remarks about them?
Mama says we must always wear our double brassieres and corsets with the jewels stitched
inside, or they will be found—the guards go through everything—and stolen. They are very
heavy, and the weather is growing hotter every day.
Avadeyev has hired a couple of young girls from town to scrub the floors, which are
always a mess from the guards tracking in muck and mud on their boots. It would not occur to
them to take them off and leave them at the door, or at least to clean them off before they come
upstairs. What pigs!
The girls, Elizaveta and Irina, are shy around us at first, but when we ask about their
families they become eagerly talkative. Elizaveta’s brother is a guard at the prison, and she lets it
slip that three of those who traveled with us—General Tatishchev, Countess Hendrikova, and
Trina Schneider—are now prisoners there. We are shocked to hear this, but we dare not ask
questions, because the guard we despise most is waving his revolver around and Avadeyev
appears to be drunk, as usual.
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When there is a chance, I whisper to Elizaveta, “What about the others?”
“Don’t they tell you anything?” She shrugs. “I guess it doesn’t hurt to tell you that—

unless I get caught.” She jerks her head toward the guards. “They’re living in the railroad car,”
she whispers.
We stare at her, hoping for more information, but it will have to wait. The guards are
singing some filthy song to shock us. Elizaveta shouts something crude to the swinish guards,
and they shout back and bray with laughter.
And so it goes. The guards enjoy taunting us and sneering at Papa and thinking of
obscene things to say in front of us and Mama, to see if they can get us to react. Nagorny makes
no secret of his loathing for them, and now it has come to a very bad end. My brother had a gold
chain hanging near his bed with some holy medals attached to it, and one of the worst of the
guards decided to take it. “What does a filthy rich boy like you need with another gold chain?”
he barked, and that was too much for Nagorny.
“You will not take it,” Nagorny told the man firmly. “It is not yours to take.”
“I’ll take what I damn well please,” the guard snarled.
Nagorny seized the guard by both arms. “And I said you will not.”
“Arrest him!” the guard shouted, and the other guards stepped forward and forced
Nagorny down the stairs.
We have not seen him since, and Alexei cannot stop crying. Papa tries to reassure him
that Nagorny will surely be released, but Olga says under her breath, “They’ll shoot him.”
I hope Olga is wrong, but I’m afraid she is right. Now, every morning when we are
allowed a half hour of exercise behind the house in the bleak space they call a garden, it’s Papa
who carries Alexei down the stairs and puts him in a chair where he watches with big, sad eyes
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as we walk back and forth, back and forth, until the thirty minutes are up. His great pleasure is
when Lenka comes to visit and plays checkers with him.
On my seventeenth birthday I find “The Adventures of Anastasia Mouse” and kiss the
pictures Gleb drew for me. When I remember the conversations we once had, I am comforted. I
remember the promise we made, “now and always,” and find joy in knowing that he loves me
and I love him. But that joy vanishes like smoke when the reality creeps in and I fear that I will
never see him again. When I’m frightened—that’s most of the time now—I retreat to happy
memories and try not to think.
Then Papa receives a letter—he’s not sure who wrote it—asking which are our windows,
how many armed guards there are and where they’re posted, and advising us to be ready at a
moment’s notice. Papa has replied with the information, along with where the guns are mounted
and how many men are guarding us. Mama believes that Father Grigory’s son-in-law, or possibly
someone else, has organized a rescue, and our hopes are raised—everyone’s but Olga’s. Days
pass, nothing happens, and our hopes fall again. Having no news of any kind of the outside world
makes the unknowing even worse.
Our only source of information is Elizaveta, who comes once a week to mop the floors
and occasionally whispers some scrap of news. She tells us that Dr. Derevenko, Gibbes, and
Gilliard, along with Sophie Buxhoeveden, who have been living in the fourth-class train carriage,
were ordered to leave Ekaterinburg. She thinks they returned to Tobolsk.
Suddenly the drunken, loutish Avadeyev is gone and his drunken, brutish guards with
him, replaced by a new group. We’re not sure who these men are. Their leader is Yakov
Yurovsky. He is not drunk, his behavior is quite proper, but Papa doesn’t like him at all. “This is
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a specimen lacking a heart,” Papa says. He thinks they’re members of the Cheka, the secret
police.
Marie begins by saying, “When we are rescued—” and Olga interrupts, “We are not
going to be rescued, Mashka.”
“Don’t say that, Olya!” Tatiana orders. She’s twenty-one now, still OTMA’s bossy
“Governess.”
Marie bursts into tears, and then we’re all crying.

I have finished my prayers and am falling asleep when someone taps on the doorframe of
our room. I hear Dr. Botkin’s voice. “Get up and dress quickly.”
“Maybe we’re being taken somewhere,” Tatiana guesses, and we hurry to do what we’re
told. I put on my corset and the double brassiere under a dress and jacket with jewels hidden
inside. At the last moment I pick up the piece of green sea glass that Gleb once gave me and drop
it in my pocket. Jimmy barks, and I pick him up.
Papa is already in the hallway. He’s carrying Alexei, still half asleep and clinging to
Papa’s neck. Papa looks haggard, his kind eyes tired and sad. Mama, her expression grave,
mouth set in a severe line, leans on Demidova’s arm. Under the other arm the maid carries a
pillow with jewels stuffed deep inside. Trupp and Kharitonov appear, nervously smoothing their
hair and adjusting their jackets. Dr. Botkin’s glasses glitter in the lamplight.
“Where’s Lenka?” Alexei asks sleepily.
“Yurovsky sent him to visit an uncle in the country,” Kharitonov explains.
“But if we go without him?”
“Don’t worry,” the chef assures Alexei. “They tell me he’ll be back tomorrow.”
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Papa looks us over and nods. “Come, then,” he says.
Marie clutches my hand, and we follow him down the stairs to whatever fate awaits us.
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Epilogue: The House of Special Purpose / Anastasia’s Fate

On July 17, 1918, Anastasia’s voice was silenced forever.
Anastasia and her family, their loyal friends, and their dogs were ushered into a small
room on the ground floor and told to wait. When Nicholas asked for chairs for Alexandra and
Alexei, Yurovsky called for chairs to be brought, and the three sat down with the others standing
behind them. Moments later Yurovsky returned with the Cheka squad, a dozen soldiers armed
with revolvers. The commandant offered a short statement:
“Your relatives have tried to save you. They have failed, and we must now shoot you.”
The soldiers began to fire. Nicholas was killed almost at once, and so was Alexandra, but
Anastasia and her sisters in their jewel-stuffed corsets and clothing that acted as bulletproof vests
were not so easy to kill. The soldiers fired round after round until, at last, all were dead.
Anastasia was the last to die.
The bodies, wrapped in sheets, were carried off in a truck, dismembered, burned, soaked
in acid—a process that took three days—and the remains hastily buried in a shallow grave in the
forest. The murderers were convinced that they had gotten rid of all traces of the Romanov
family. But they were wrong.
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Years later, in 1991, the bones were dug up, and DNA testing proved the identity of some

of the victims. When more bones were found nearby in 2007, the rest of the victims were
identified. Eighty years to the day after the murders, a funeral was held and the remains reburied
at the Cathedral of Saints Peter and Paul in St. Petersburg, where Romanov tsars have been
buried since ancient times. Bells tolled and a nineteen-gun salute rang out.

On the same day that the tsar and his family were murdered in Ekaterinburg, the tsarina’s
sister Ella, and several uncles and cousins were thrown into a mine shaft and grenades thrown in
after them. The tsar’s brother, Uncle Misha, had been shot a few months earlier, and several
other uncles and cousins were executed by firing squad the following January.
General Tatishchev, Countess Hendrikova, and Trina Schneider, who had traveled from
Tobolsk to Ekaterinburg but then removed from the train and imprisoned with Prince Dolgorov,
were all shot in September.
Not everyone perished. Sidney Gibbes and Baroness Buxhoeveden crossed Siberia to
Omsk, which was controlled by the White Army and the British. The baroness finally reached
England safely and lived the rest of her life there. Gibbes remained in Omsk and worked with the
British for a time before they were forced to withdraw to China where he lived and worked for a
while. In the late 1920s he returned to England, and eventually he converted to the Orthodox
religion and became a priest. He died in 1963.
Pierre Gilliard stayed in Siberia for three years, married Alexandra Tegleva, Anastasia’s
beloved Shura, and finally managed to leave Russia by way of Japan, then to the United States,
and then to his native Switzerland, where he became a professor of French language at the
University of Lausanne. He died in 1962.
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Prince Felix Yussoupov and his wife, Irina, escaped to Paris.
Anya Vyrubova, who was taken from Tsarskoe Selo with Lili Dehn, was first imprisoned

in the Fortress of Peter and Paul for five months, released, and then imprisoned repeatedly until
in 1920 she managed to escape from Petrograd and fled to Finland, where she died in 1964. Lili
Dehn, who was briefly imprisoned with Anya, was released and placed under house arrest to care
for her son, Titi. Later she and her mother and Titi escaped on a ship bound for Greece,
eventually reaching England where she was reunited with her husband.
Anastasia’s Grandmère Marie could not keep her promise to celebrate her
granddaughter’s sixteenth birthday in Paris. The dowager empress, who last saw her son
Nicholas at the time of his abdication, eventually fled to Crimea with other Romanov family
members. She occasionally received word of the family’s ordeal and their imprisonment in
Ekaterinburg. Her sister, Dowager Queen Alexandra, mother of King George V, persuaded
Marie to accept the king’s offer to send a ship to take her to England. She chose to return to
Denmark, where she’d been born, and died there in 1928 at the age of eighty, never having
accepted the terrible story of the murder of her son and his family.
Grand Duchess Olga Alexandrovna, Nicholas’s sister, who had finally found happiness
in her marriage to Nikolai Kulikovsky, somehow survived the Revolution in Crimea. They were
taken there by train with her mother and her sister, Grand Duchess Xenia and Xenia’s husband,
Sandro, and lived under house arrest at Sandro’s estate. Her son Tikhon was born there while the
family was under a death sentence from the local revolutionary council; another son, Guri, was
born two years later after the family had managed to escape and went to join Grandmère Marie
in Denmark. There they lived, not entirely happily, with Olga’s domineering mother. After the
dowager empress’s death, Olga and her family moved to a farm. After World War II ended, they
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emigrated to Canada, where they farmed until they were too elderly to continue. She lived out
her final years in a simple apartment in Toronto until her death in 1960. Throughout her long life
Olga continued to earn money from her paintings.
And then there were the children of Dr. Botkin, Tatiana and Gleb. When their father
chose to accompany the Romanovs from Tobolsk to Ekaterinburg, Rodionov told Tatiana and
Gleb that they could go with the others as far as Ekaterinburg, but he would not grant them an
entry permit and they would be arrested. They made the decision to stay in Tobolsk. When they
learned of the murder of their father along with the tsar and his family, Gleb and his sister fled
from Tobolsk. That fall, Tatiana married a Ukrainian officer whom she had known at Tsarskoe
Selo and who had become involved with an anarchist movement. She and her husband escaped
through Vladivostok and made their way to France. Tatiana’s son, Konstantin Melnik-Botkin,
attended the funeral service for Anastasia and her family at Peter and Paul Cathedral in 1998.
After fleeing from Tobolsk, Gleb initially found refuge in a Russian Orthodox monastery.
He once again considered becoming a priest but ultimately rejected that idea. He met and
married Nadine Mandraji, daughter of a Russian nobleman and widow of an officer killed in
battle in 1915. Like his sister, Gleb and his wife and her three-year-old daughter escaped through
Vladivostok. Then their paths diverged: Gleb went to Japan, and finally to the United States
where he worked as an illustrator.
A common theme that runs through many of these survivors’ stories is the possibility that
of all those cruelly murdered on the seventeenth of July, there was one who somehow managed
to escape: Anastasia. In 1922 the story of a young woman claiming to be Grand Duchess
Anastasia Nikolaevna began to circulate and capture the imagination of the public.
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A woman calling herself Anna Tschaikovsky turned up in a psychiatric hospital in

Germany, claiming to be Anastasia. One of the first of the survivors of the Bolshevik revolution
to visit Anna was Baroness Buxhoeveden, who declared there was no resemblance. Eventually
Pierre Gilliard and his wife, Shura, came to visit, and they too were quite firm in their assertion
that this was definitely not Anastasia. Anastasia’s aunt, Olga Alexandrovna, denied that the
woman could be her niece. The tsarina’s brother, Ernst Grand Duke of Hesse, hired a private
detective and reported that the woman was actually a Polish worker named Franziksa
Schanzkowska. Even Prince Yussoupov, who had participated in the murder of Rasputin, and his
wife, Princess Irina, Anastasia’s cousin, denied any possibility. So did Charles Sydney Gibbs,
Anastasia’s English tutor. When Dowager Empress Marie died in October of 1928, a dozen
Romanov relatives gathered at the funeral in Copenhagen and signed a document attesting that
Anna was an impostor.
But not everyone was so sure. Lili Dehn thought this was the real Anastasia. Tatiana
Botkina Melnik thought she saw a resemblance. Her brother, Gleb, was sure of it: this was truly
Anastasia.
Ten years after the murders, Gleb hired a lawyer to investigate Anna’s claim that the tsar
had secretly hidden a large fortune in England. That turned out to be false, but it didn’t change
Gleb’s mind about Anna. For a year or so Anna lived with a wealthy woman in New York, but
when her mental condition began to deteriorate in 1932, Anna went back to Germany. She lived
on the grounds of a mental hospital for some time.
The years passed. World War II devastated Europe, just as World War I had, before it
finally ended. Meanwhile, Gleb Botkin still believed in Anna’s claim. This was surely his dear
friend. In 1968—had she lived, Anastasia would have been sixty-seven—Gleb and a wealthy and
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eccentric friend, Jack Manahan, a history professor in Virginia, paid for Anna’s passage to return
to the United States. Just before her visitor’s visa was to expire at the end of six months, she and
Jack Manahan were married with Gleb as their best man. Manahan was twenty years younger; it
was strictly a marriage of convenience. A year later Gleb died. A few more years passed, and
“Anastasia Manahan,” as she was then legally known, was in poor health and mentally unstable,
and she was again put in a mental hospital. That was in 1983. She had been in and out of mental
hospitals for more than sixty years. A few months later she died of pneumonia.
DNA testing has demonstrated that Anna was not related to the Romanovs but to the
Polish family, Schanzkowska. Grand Duke Ernst’s private detective had been right. But one
can’t help wondering whether Gleb ever had the slightest suspicion that this woman was not the
lovely young woman to whom he had once lost his heart, “now and forever.”
	
  

